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on the marquee 


“Calcutta is not one disaster but many, each breeding its own kind of 
despair, its own special nightmare. The city planner scans the decaying 
water, sanitation and transport systems and holds out the prospect of 
total failure, a breakdown so complete that people would flee as if run- 
ning from war or plague. The sociologist talks of the frayed fabric of 
society coming apart altogether, the economist of a depression so deep 


| -there could never be any recexery. The political analyst resorts to words 


like “anarchy” and “nihilist ‘and asks whether Indian democracy can 
survive the erosion of faith tn. tis taking place here.” 


Many shortcomings afflict the Indian nation today, but none so mad- 
dening as its fatalistic acceptance of poverty as a fact of life, none so 
benumbing as our blindness to human decay and degradation. For twenty 
years our people and governments, unstirred even by sights that sicken 
any normal ‘mind, have not done a thing about the agonising spectacle 
that is Calcutta today. That great city and her good people have been 
allowed to sink almost to a point of no return. 


Everybody speaks of Calcutta asa problem city, but obviously, few seem 
to be aware of the many tragedies that make it a hell hole. We publish 
in this issue a sensitive report of the subhuman conditions in which a 
large segment of its people live, of the terrible unconcern of its profound 
intellectuals, of the neglect’and unrest that paralyse Calcutta today. 
Mr. Joseph Lelyveld, of the New York Times, calls his report “Calcutta 
is not one, but many disasters: CAN INDIA SURVIVE CALCUTTA?” 
Itisa brutally frank question that this nation of escapists has not asked 
itself. We hope this moving story of Calcutta’s heartbreaking plight stirs 
our unfeeling people and irresponsiblé government to action even at this 
late hour. Imprint is sending, as a public service, reprints of this article 
to all Members of Parliament and leading citizens all over the country. 


The book-of-the-month is Dom Moraes’ autobiography MY SON’S 
FATHER which begins on Page 28. 
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Which doesn't mean that the shirts these manufacturers 
are making today are not good. They are good. But many 
years ago we learnt a lesson. It says: ‘Good’ is not as good 
as ‘best’. And we knew if we wanted to remain the leaders 
we'd have to be the ‘best’. 

Our lesson seems to have been well learnt. For the last 
25 years, men have bought more Liberty shirts than 
any other (more than 10 million, in fact). And Liberty 
has made sure that every truly great idea in shirts comes 
-to you first from Liberty. (For example, only Liberty gives 
you seven distinct collar styles—each one internationally 
recognised.) f : 

And we believe that every time you buy a Liberty shirt 
you should give a kind thought to the others. 

After all, we couldn't have become the leaders unless 
we had followers. 
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“To the squeamish onlooker Calcutta’s very poor are so depressed that 
they do not seem quite human. The question is always poised — How can ` 
human beings live like that? — as if they did it by choice!” 


Calcutta is not one disaster, but many 
CAN IN SURVIVE 
? 


By JOSEPH LEVYVELD 


Calcutta: 

UNE is a bad month for Calcutta. The 

heat lies heavily on the city like a foul- 

smelling blanket; decay seems to spread before 
your eyes. There are more flies, garbage, anger, 
cholera and death than in the other seasons but 
even less will to think about them. In the white 
glare of the tropical sun Calcutta is harder than 
ever on the gorge. The choking sensation comes 


. earlier and you retreat: The tourist boards the 


next plane; the businessman sends his family to 
a resort in the Himalayan foothills and enscon- 
ces himself in the shadiest, coolest corner of his 
club; would-be writers and politicians pass long 
hours gossiping under the fans of coffeehouses; 
labourers crouch on pavements thirstily gulping 
watery milk from green coconuts. Those with 
no retreat, not even the price of a coconut, try 
to sleep off, or at least sleep through, their 
hunger, exhaustion and despair. 

But it is even worse in July when the mon- 
soon blows off the Bay of Bengal, especially for 
the million or more persons who live in the un- 
improved mud hovels called bustees and the 
hundred thousand or so who live on the side- 
walks. Then the decades of neglect, that have 


ee a a 
#Mr. Lelyveld is the New York Times correspondent in 


New Delhi. 


made India’s largest, most vital and culturally 
alert city the world’s worst urban disaster are 
impossible to ignore. 

In those sections where they exist at all, 
ancient sewers clog and overflow, turning whole 
streets into filthy, fetid canals. The bustee areas, 
which boast what may well be the worst urban 
density statistics known anywhere, become 
hopeless swamps. Any narrow lane in Calcutta’s 
bustees in the monsoon season could make the 
River Styx look like a crystal mountain stream. 


ALCUTTA is not one disaster but many, 
each breeding its own kind of despair, 
its own special nightmare. The city planner 
scans the decaying water, sanitation and tran- 
sport systems and holds out the prospect of 
total failure, a breakdown so complete that peo- 
ple would flee as if running from war or plague. 
The sociologist talks of the frayed fabric of 
society coming apart altogether, the economist 
of a-depression so deep there could never be 
any recovery. The political analyst resorts to. 
words like “anarchy” and “nihilism” and asks 
whether Indian democracy can survive the ero- 
sion of faith that is taking place here. 
These nightmares seem an inescapable part 
of the future demographers see for Calcutta. 


Copyright © 1968 by The New York Times Company. Published by Permission. 
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Twenty years from now, they say, there will be 
12 million people living in the metropolitan 
area, as against 7.5 million in the stifling con- 
ditions of today. But the unthinkable is not 
just in the future: it is here and now. Calcutta 
is already the worst example of a malignancy of 
social purpose, organization and resources that 
can be found in a number of cities in the world’s 
poorest countries (not to mention some that 
are not so poor). There is no relief in the fact 
that it has professional and entrepreneurial 
skills, political and literary sophistication that 
would be hard to match in any city in a remote- 
ly comparable predicament. That simply raises 
the question: Why haven't these good, earnest 
people made more of a difference? 
Maybe Calcutta never had a chance. The city 
has been dying ever since it was founded 280 
« Years ago by British merchants so eager to ex- 
pand their trade with India’s rich heartland that 
they established themselves in the midst of a 
malarial swamp. A century later that swamp 
was the capital of British India, remaining “the 
second city” of the Empire — after London — 
till the Viceroy packed off to Delhi 56 years ago. 


VEN today — when the old British man- 
sions have rotted like vegetables, their 
neo-Grecian facades turned green with mold, 
their insides converted into dense, dank warrens 
for the dispossessed — there is no place in India 
where the well-off, Indian or foreign, live more 
spaciously. A family of four may not expect to 
retain 110 servants as some of the British sahibs 
did in the 18th century when Calcutta was 
divided between a “white town” and a “black 
town.” But the clubs are as well secluded from 
the turmoil of the streets as they ever were; the 
swimming, polo, golf, tennis and horse racing 
haven't declined at all. 

Bengali executives, who are just beginning 
to emerge in the top positions of the old British 
business houses, sometimes talk about civic re- 
sponsibilities and the need to save Calcutta. But 
in practice the emergent Bengali and other Indian 
business types have been more preoccupied with 
knocking down the racial barriers at the old 
British clubs. The barriers having fallen, most 
of them seem to slip cozily into the office-to- 

club routine of the departed colonial officers. 

The breath-taking contrasts between luxury 
and squalor may stun the newcomer, but then 
they always have. A long lifetime ago Kipling 
saw “poverty and pride, side by side” and re- 
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coiled. The pride can still be seen — not only in 
the vistas across the great open park called the 
Maidan to the ludicrous marble memorial to 
Queen Victoria (which the Indian authorities 
carefully, almost tenderly, preserve), to the fort, 
race track, cathedral or other now-haunted tem- 
ples of British imperialism, but also in the bland 
new office buildings thrusting above them. Yet 
there is no need to rephrase the poet: “Above 
the packed and pestilential town/Death looks 
down.” 

The proof is in the grisly stare of vultures 
hunched ominously on apartment house roof- 
tops at the edge of the city. Or it is, quite 
simply, in the fact of starvation deaths. The 
Indian Government doesn’t like to concede that 
there’s starvation in the country, and so splits 
hairs by insisting that all grossly undernourished 
persons who die are actually carried off by iden- 
tifiable diseases — thereby sidestepping the fact 
that it is precisely the lack of food that makes 
killers of what would otherwise be curable 
ailments. 

Considering that the Government has manag- 
ed to avoid outright famine in the 21 years of 
independence, its sensitivity is at least under- 
standable. But a habit of not seeing distasteful 
facts has more to do generally with callousness 
than sensitivity, especially in Calcutta where 
someone dies of hunger every day. 

One evening I saw a beggar woman of in- 
determinate age drop dead in the middle of a 
milling crowd on Chowringhee, the busy main 
thoroughfare. (Most of the very poor in Calcutta 
are too ravaged to reflect the distinctions of the 
years. Young and old, they are equally wasted.) 
At first no one stopped to regard her rigid re- 
mains; prone bodies on sidewalks aren't, after 
all, very rare here. Then a meticulous middle- 
class woman in a fresh white sari happened to 
look down and halted, confused. I went to look 
for help and found a traffic policeman. “Was it 
a traffic accident?” he asked after I conveyed 
the information that a woman was lying dead 
on the pavement nearby. Told no, the police- 
man shrugged and turned his back. I turned 
away, too. 


Is Calcutta you learn to avert your eyes 
from squalor, then not to sce it at all. 
The cutsider starts by being appalled by the 
professional beggars who pursue him on his 
walks — the paraly tics moving like reptiles, the 
lepers with deformities so hideous they can 
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hardly be believed, the naked boys whining, 
“No mama, no papa; Sahib, baksheesh.” Then 
he hates them for being so downcast. Finally 
he is able to ignore them totally or, what may 
be worse, to respond with that absent-minded 
philanthropy of some Indians who can be seen 
complacently dropping a coin in a beggar’s hand 
without registering any awareness of his exis- 
tence other than as an object of their charity. 

The outsider may even come to appreciate 
the skill of some of the con men he meets — the 
bright-eyed Sikh who hustles up to pin a paper 
Indian flag to his shirt and demand support for 
some unnamed patriotic cause; the well-spoken, 
desperate-looking Anglo-Indian who explains in 
English that he is a soldier in need of bus fare 
to return to his base. When you tell him, “That’s 
what you said last week,” he is unruffled. “Oh, 
so we’ve met,” he replies. “Well, give me a rupee 
anyway for old time’s sake.” 

The con men and professional beggars — of 
whom there are said to be a small army of 5,000 
or 6,000, often deployed in gangs — are but the 
most startling and visible of vast legions that 
have no hope of regular employment and so, to 
survive, must invent livelihoods for themselves 
out of nothing. There is no‘ place on earth where 
more people work so hard doing so little that 
is necessary or productive. Calcutta has more 
hawkers (or so one soon imagines) than most 
cities have people, each straining every day to 
sell one or two fountain pens, a pair of sun- 
glasses, some old clothes, toys made out of.tin 
cans — anything that will earn a rupee or two 
to keep going. 

They are always desperate and sometimes 
their wares reflect a desperate, almost antic in- 
genuity. One hawker on Chowringhee peddles 
silhouettes of a jungle scene of elephants and 
palm trees he has managed to carve out of old 
78 r.p.m. records, with the label of His Master’s 
Voice in the centre as a setting sun. I bought 
one that had been fashioned from the second 
movement of the Second Brandenburg Concerto 
with Leopold Stokowski conducting the Phila- 
delphia Symphony Orchestra. 

Or there is a kind of medieval guild of 
Gujarati hawkers who trade steel pots in the 
middle-class neighbourhoods for old clothes, 
which they then sell for cash to purchase more 
steel pots and a bit of food. Hawkers who can’t 
afford finished items like pots make do with 
what nature provides. Prostitution is rife; one 
survey of a Calcutta slum area concluded it was 
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the most common occupation, after domestic 
service, among women who had any earnings 
at all. 


R there are those who deal in waste 

materials like coal dust and cow dung. 
Coal dust can be mixed with mud to produce a 
fuel called gool, which can then be bartered or 
sold in the form of patties. This is the poor 
people’s fuel. Bepin Tikadar, who is 65, and 
his 29-year-old son, Ratan, manufacture patties 
of cov’ dung and sawdust, which is regarded as 
a higher-grade mixture. They have lived for more 
than 20 years in the Panchanantala Road bustee 
area, which is, to be precise, one hell of a place — 
a narrow wedge of a couple of acres on the 
shoulder of a suburban rail line in which 5,000 
persons are squeezed together. Just across the 
road the Government is building tall apartment 
houses for civil servants, who have‘to keep their 
curtains drawn if they don’t want to see the 
bustees or the young children wandering out on 
the tracks where, every now and then, one of 
them fails to get out of the way of an onrushing 
express. 

The Tikadars pay the man who owns a cow- 
shed nearby 2 rupees a month per cow for all 
the dung his herd produces and a sawmill 1 rupee 
for every gunny sack of sawdust they use. One 
hundred patties made from this mixture sell 
for thirty-six paise. None of their neigh- 
bours in the bustee area can afford to buy the 
fuel, even at that low price, so they have to 
solicit customers in other, more comfortable, 
neighbourhoods. The firm of Tikadar & Son 
nets about 4 rupees a day, the income on which 
the eight members of the family have to subsist. 


IKE most of Calcutta’s poor, the Tika- 

dars have never really been assimilated 
into the life of the city. Their bustee area is 
more like a village — one whose fields have 
been devoured by locusts — than a typical urban 
slum. Asked why he doesn’t seek training for 
some industrial skill, Ratan Tikadar shrugs his 
knobby shoulders and replies, “How can I? 
Who’d feed my family while I was being 
trained?” 

And yet he is comparatively lucky. Not 
everyone can invent a livelihood as secure as 
his. In the bottomless lower depths of Calcutta 
there must be several hundred thousand addi- 
tional labour seekers who have no regular jobs 
and nothing to offer but their overstrained, 
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undernourished bodies. Here men compete with 
cattle for labour, leaving the spavined, neglected 
animals to wander free in the streets, further 
snarling the traffic. 

As you ride into the city from the airport 
on the desolate strip of cracked asphalt known 
as the Dum Dum Superhighway, you see men 
on the banks of the canals hauling barges piled 

high with jute, like mules. As you turn into the 
crowded streets, you find them pulling and 
shoving carts laden with anything from iron 
rods and bricks to coal or foodstuffs, doing 
work only a bullock would do in most other 
Indian cities. Everywhere there are the rickshaw 
wallahs, expatriates from the overcrowded vil- 
lages of the Gangetic plain, who pad barefoot 
on the broiling hot pavement through the melt- 
ing tar by day and sleep in colonies on the 
sidewalks by night so they can send home the 
equivalent of Rs. 25 or Rs. 30a month. In this 
way, something like Rs. 30-crores are sent out 
of Calcutta to the countryside every year in the 
form of pitiably small postal remittances. 


ORE staggering in its way than the 
squalor of Calcutta is its dislocation. 
The city is a great machine whose gears always 
grind, never mesh. Obviously there is no shortage 
of the manpower required to build new schools, 
lay new Streets, dig the ditches for the missing 
water mains and sewers, or simply clear away 
the great mounds of garbage that accumulate 
‘in the streets. What is missing is the ability to 
relate the effort to the need. 
_ The missing ability to relate seems even 
more basic to the city’s predicament than any 
missing funds. It’s easy to list Calcutta’s pro- 
blems and their manifold causes, harder but 
still not very hard to rattle off possible solu- 
tions. What is really difficult is to understand 
why all the listing and rattling have remained 
just that while conditions daily grew more 
intolerable. Greed and complacency have played 
their part, but worst of all has been the paraly- 
sis of resignation. 

“We are living like rats,” says Atulya Ghosh, 
the local Congress party boss. And that is as far 
as he goes; he doesn’t consider this any kind of 
judgment on what his party did to improve 
conditions during the 20 years it was in power 
in Calcutta or the surrounding state of West 
Bengal. The left Communist leader, Jyoti Basu, 
hardly sounds more militant. Short of a revolu- 
tion, he says, the only thing that could save 
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Calcutta would be a tremendous investment of 
capital by the central Government in New Delhi; 
there isn’t much that can be accomplished by 
local initiative, he believes. 

Businessmen complain constantly of the low 
productivity that results from chronic labour 
unrest. But they are nonplussed when asked 
what could be done in Calcutta. An engineer 
whose firm has done sophisticated “feasibility 
studies” on development projects from Kenya 
to Korea can think of nothing more feasible 
than a campaign to persuade shopkeepers to 
clean the pavements in front of their shops. 

Radical Bengali intellectuals, who make this 
the only Indian city that one could even think 
of calling cosmopolitan, seem almost permanent- 
ly out of phase. Nowhere in India is there more 
social consciousness, but nowhere does it seem 
so unfocused on its surroundings. Confronted 
with an overwhelming urban catastrophe, the 
intellectuals debate Maoist formulas for agrarian 
revolt. Understandably that seems easier than 
coming to terms with the city. 

And yet the Bengali intellectual gives Cal- 
cutta a special character and even glory that 
endures alongside and in spite of everything in 
the city that wrenches the stomach and heart. 
As a Stereotype, he is addicted to talk (and 
easily intoxicated by it), romantically self- 
indulgent, fussy, even effete and jealous to the 
point of paranoia. But he is also fiercely intelli- 
gent and determined to keep his horizons open 
and distant, however cramped and claustropho- 
bic the conditions of his life. Other Indians 
dismiss him as a talker, not a doer. But his 
constantly frustrated, constantly renewed drive 
to self-expression has a value in a country where 
ideas about “modernization” often seem con- 
fined to matters of technology — the whys and 
wherefores of fertilizers and contraception. 

It was the Bengali who first seized upon 
what was liberating in the culture the British 
brought to India — the rationalism, the modern 
literary forms, the talk of democracy, the sense 
of a larger world. “The awakening of India is a 
part of the awakening of the world,” his greatest 
poet and sage, Rabindranath Tagore, insisted. 
Tagore was disputing Gandhi; his point was that 

India could not find its salvation by tuming 
inward. More than other Indians, Bengalis still 
worry about the world. (“Amar nam, tumar 
nam, Vietnam,” urges a popular slogan, which 
stripped of its Bengali rhyme means, “My name, 
your name, Vietnam.””) But worrying about the 
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world leaves little time for worrying about Cal- 
cutta. The painful paradox is that the decay of 
Calcutta makes worrying about the world an 
increasingly extravagant act of escapism. 

Bengali sophistication often smacks of extra- 
vagance. A couple of months ago a group of 
Calcutta intellectuals was busy organizing a pro- 
test demonstration against, of all people, Andre 
Malraux. They had heard that Malraux, as Minis- 
ter of Culture in France, had threatened the 
tenure of Henri Langlois as secretary general of 
La Cinematheque Francaise in Paris, the world’s 
.largest archive of old movies. 

Almost as a reflex, these Bengalis hastened 
to express their solidarity with Jean-Luc Godard, 
Alain Resnais, Francois Truffaut and all the 
other luminous figures they had read about in 
Cahiers du Cinema. From one point of view 
their unheard protest may have looked faintly 
ridiculous, even faintly pathetic — it was easy 
enough to pass a self-righteous judgment that 
other things nearer to hand needed protesting 
more. From another, the protest against Malraux 
was also faintly magnificent. 


OR all his straining to be cosmopolitan, 
the Bengali intellectual is deeply rooted 
where he is. When he goes out to talk with friends 
in the evening, he doffs the Western clothes he 
normally wears to work and puts on a loose- 
fitting white muslin shirt with no collar, the 
kind that has caught on now with hippies every- 
where. If the conversation turns to Ezra Pound 
or Gunnar Myrdal, it remains in Bengali; most 
other Indian intellectuals would find it more 
comfortable to lapse into English at this point, 
for then, or so the Bengali would snidely sug- 
gest, they can parrot something they have read 
in an article by an Englishman. 

Nothing is scarcer than an opportunity for 
decent work. Only a handful of writers and 
movie people — the most outstanding of whom 
is the director Satyajit Ray — can pursue a 
creative vocation full-time. The typical Bengali 
intellectual teaches school or works as an under- 
paid clerk in an office. His “real work,” as he 
generally describes it, gets done in his spare 
time, or whatever time is left over from chatting 
with friends in coffeehouses. Perhaps he is writ- 
ing a script for an avant-garde film that, chances 
are, will never get produced, or staging a play 
with one of scores of active drama groups. Per- 
haps he is translating Yeats into Bengali or 
bringing out one of the countless little maga- 
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zines that regularly appear and almost as regular- 
ly disappear in the bookstalls on College Street. 

Bhaskar Mukherjee, a low-level clerk in the 
Tata Iron and Steel Company, edits one of 
the few little magazines with any claim to lon- 
gevity. Lekha - O - Rekha (Writings and Draw- 
ings) has been appearing now for 12 years. He 
naturally hopes it will make enough money one 
day for him to be able to quit his job, but so far 
it has yet to turn a rupee’s profit. He does his 
clerk’s job adequately and sincerely but saves 
his best efforts for his literary work, which has 


included the translation of 51 of Shakespeare’s ` 


sonnets. And Bhaskar Mukherjee is by no means 
unique. “We've all divided our lives into two 
parts,” he says. 
NDEED, duality here is a way of life. 
However much he aspires to flourish as 
an individual, the Bengali first must meet the 
demands of his family. Next to the interest of 
the family, the public interest does not exist. 
Bengali homes are immaculate, whatever the 
condition of the streets. In their parlours the 
only rebellions are theoretical — an indulgence 
in talk and passion at the end of a dull day, an 
innocent dream of release. 

The outer dreariness of the Bengali intellec- 
tual’s life sometimes embitters him but less often 
than one would imagine, for he has an inner 
security that is almost shockproof. “We talk 
about fashionable ideas we find in your journals 
and reviews, like ‘alienation,’ ” one professor re- 
marked. “But we don’t know what ‘alienation’ 
means. That is why we can say we love Calcutta. 
We never feel any alienation from the squalor 
around us. You might say that we are perfectly 
well adjusted here.” 


N outsider is hard put to decide whether 
the desperate state of Calcutta is a 
reflection of all that is romantic and despairing 
in the Bengali mind, or whether the often des- 
perate state of the Bengali mind is a reflection 
of Calcutta. Bengalis tend to blame conditions 
in their city on everyone but themselves — un- 
feeling officials in New Delhi, Hindi-speaking 
refugees from the Ganges basin, who make up 
an increasingly large portion of its population, 
Western businessmen with their eyes only on 
their profit margins, or Marwari speculators 
from the deserts of Rajasthan in western India, 
who have put very little back into Calcutta for 
the fortunes they have made here. 
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Most of their grievances are unshakably real. 
The partition of India 21 years ago flooded the 
city with refugees from East Pakistan while 
depriving it of the greater part of its hinterland. 
Calcutta may still be India’s largest city, her 
most important manufacturing centre and port, 
but the truncated state of West Bengal is one of 
the smallest in the Indian union and, therefore, 
easy to ignore. Sixty years ago it was said: 
“What Bengal thinks today, India will think to- 
morrow.” But now that rings hollow. 

Indeed. if Bengal is to be a model again for 
the rest of India, it could only be by becoming a 
graveyard for the democratic institutions Ben- 
galis helped to create. Nursing their grievances, 
almost seeming to cherish them, Bengalis have 
gotten used to a violent and disruptive style of 
politics that sometimes seems to have no ideo- 
logy other than masochism. Last year the Con- 
gress party was voted out of power for the first 
time since independence and replaced by a loose 
absurdity of a coalition with 14 (count them!) 
constituent parties, the strongest of which were 
Communist. 

The responsibility of power in a democratic 
framework further splintered the already divided 
Communist movement, leaving behind a group 
of dissidents loudly but ineffectually calling for 
immediate revolution in the name of Mao Tse- 
tung. After nine disastrous and delirious months 
of nongovernment, the coalition was finally ma- 
noeuvred out of office by the central Govern- 
ment in New Delhi. an assault on Bengali pride 
that produced riots and demonstrations on Cal- 
cutta’s streets and brawls and pandemonium on 
the floor of the state legislature. Finally, the 
legislature was unable to function at all. At last 
count there were 28 parties, embodying most 
known forms of political ideology and oppor- 
tunism, preparing for anew election next month. 
“Fission,” one despairing Bengali observed; “is 
our middle name.” 

The real question is not whether the Com- 
munists will win the coming election, though 
they might; it is whether any stable and effective 
government can ever be elected here again. At 
present that hardly seems likely. Already the 
civil servants who have been serving as caretakers 
in the state since the collapse of the last govern- 
ment of politicians are telling themselves they 
can run Calcutta better than the party hacks. 
Considering that none of the parties — left, 
right or centre — has shown anything deeper 
than an oral commitment to doing something to 
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arrest the festering of Calcutta, they may have 
a point. But if democracy is to be written off 
here, its devaluation elsewhere in the country 
could only be a matter of time. And even then 
the last word would not have been said, for 
whoever took over India would still have to cope 
with Calcutta. 

Meantime, it is pointless today to look for 
even an oral commitment from the civil service 
on rescuing the city. The service’s job is simply 
to keep it from becoming a greater nuisance than 
itis. “If you can keep order on the streets from 
seven in the morning till nine at night,” a mem- 
ber of the establishment said, defining the role 
of government here, “you’ve done everything 
that can be expected.” 


he deadly resignation about Calcutta 

that the politicians seem to share with 

the intellectuals and businessmen was reflected 
last year when the Calcutta Metropolitan Plan- 
ning Organization, a body of professional opti- 
mists, presented a carefully drawn master plan 
for saving and developing the city. Not many 
people in Calcutta thought the plan had a chance 
of ever being implemented. One commentator 
went so far as to dismiss it as “a cruel and un- 
seemly joke.” This reaction may have said 
something for Calcutta’s sophistication, but it 
also meant there was no substantial body of 
local opinion lending its active support to the 
plan. While the politicians in New Delhi pon- 
dered how to parcel out the nation’s scanty 
resources, nobody was standing up for Calcutta. 
The city’s planners, who were guided by a 
team of Ford Foundation experts, calculated 
that more than $25-million a year would be 
needed in the plan’s first five years. They were 
promised only half that by the Central Govern- 
ment — only to receive less than half of what 


_ they were promised. 


These promises are now being revived. The 
new Indian Five-Year Plan that is in the process 
of being drafted is said to aim at an, expenditure 
of 72-crore rupees here. That amount won’t 
begin to meet the need, but the planners are 
convinced that a larger sum would be squan- 
dered. They have a point. The crisis of Calcutta 
not only has yet to become a national priority; 
it has yet to become a high Priority in Calcutta 
itself; the city has the highest land values and 
lowest property taxes in India. 

The first task the planners set is to halt the 
runaway deterioration of every public facility 
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and save the port, which is silting up. They des- 
pair of getting rid of the bustees in this century 
but argue that these hovels could be made fit for 
habitation if they were provided with safe drink- 
ing water, underground sewerage and electric 
lighting. That would require taking the land on 
which they stand away from the real-estate 
speculators who now own it, something probably 
that only a strong Communist government in 
the state would be ready to do. 


t’s amusing to think of an alliance be- 

tween the Ford Foundation’s planners 
and the Communists. But the chances of a 
strong Communist Government in a state that 
has most of India’s heavy industry would be nil 
even if the Communist movement were twice as 
strong as it is. New Delhi simply wouldn’t 
tolerate it. 

The planners talk, too, about a second bridge 
over the Hooghly River and, more theoretically, 
about a mass transit system. They even discuss 
the rationalization of the Calcutta area’s admi- 
nistration, which is incoherently parcelled out to 
35 separate governing bodies, all essentially 
. predatory. 

A group of American and British urban ex- 
perts came to Calcutta to study the city and 
plan. They concluded they had “not seen hu- 
man degradation on a comparable scale in any 
other city in the world.” The plan, they said, 
was “‘a realistic and humane statement of the 
minimum action required to avert a final break- 
down.” Nearly two years later, the plan re- 
mained on the shelf. The “minimum,” it seemed, 
was too much. 

But then it is easy to understand why pro- 
nouncements about a “final breakdown” fail to 
jolt anyone into action in Calcutta, for it takes 
a cruel and restless imagination to grasp the 
concept of a breakdown any more final than 
the one with which the city is already confronted. 

Since independence, barely five miles of ma- 
jor new roadway have been added to relieve the 
congestion of the streets. The proposals for a 
mass transit system have been under discussion 
for nearly 20 years with absolutely no result. 
Meantime at least one-third of the city’s buses 
and trams can be relied upon to be out of service 
at any given time. It is remarkable that any 
ever work, for almost nothing is done about 
maintenance and absolutely nothing about the 
replacement of aged vehicles that normally carry 
twice their prescribed passenger loads, with the 
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more daring of the surplus passengers getting 
little more than a foot or hand inside. 
Transportation being so near to hopeless, 
little can be done to relieve the overcrowding of 
the centre of the city where approximately one- 
third of the population lives in bustees, and 
considerably more than half in conditions of 
extreme urban squalor. In any case, the very 


poor in Calcutta are too poor to ride the trams. 


Obviously, then, the relevance of the new public 
housing on the outskirts of the city to the prob- 
lem of the bustees is zero — minus zero, in fact, 
for it falls short by 30,000 units a year of what 
would be required to keep pace with the rate of 
population growth. 

The simplest way to describe conditions of 
sanitation in the bustees is to say there aren’t 
any. Narrow lanes, often no more than a couple 
of yards wide, are half given over to open drains 
whose moldering, putrefying contents run past 
every doorstep. In the grimmest of the hovels 
a fully grown man can neither stand nor lie at 
his full length, but families of five or six can be 
found jammed together on the damp earth 
floors. Only in the best bustees are there solid 
walls between one such — apartment? domicile? 
pen? stall? — and the next. Usually there are 
just a few boards, a strip of corrugated iron ora 
curtain fashioned from an old gunny sack. Hav- 
ing seen the bustees, the visitor revises his snap 
judgment that the pavement dwellers must be 
the worst-off people in the world. 


O the squeamish onlooker, Calcutta’s 
very poor are so depressed that they 


do not seem quite human. The question is al- . 


ways poised — How can human beings live like 
that? — as if they did so by choice. When the 
choice is between a bustee and a pavement, the 
answer is not so obvious, especially if all of one’s 
friends live on the pavement. It is striking how 
often the lives of the pavement dwellers reflect 
conventional virtues of stability, order and even 


‘ cleanliness. Many bathe twice a day. If they do 


so standing in the gutter at the communal tap, 
that is only because there is no other place. 
They rent a mail box, instead of a room, 
so they can have the address they need to qualify 
for a ration card, and sleep on the same patch 
of pavement every night in the midst of the 
same people, their community. It is even pos- 
sible to find families that have lived on the 
pavements for several generations. Of course 
there are also drifters — not as many as might 
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be expected but more than enough, for among 
them are packs of young boys. 

With the incredible congestion, garbage col- 
‘lection should be daily at least. The problem is 
. complicated by the need to remove human 
wastes from more than 40,000 fly-breeding open 
privies. But two-thirds of the city’s sanitation 
trucks are normally out of commission, so col- 

lection is weekly, bimonthly or virtually un- 
known. To make matters worse, Calcutta last 
year had 35 garbage strikes. 


ACH crisis opens onto another. With 

offal everywhere and the ancient pipes 
rotting, little can be done to insure the purity 
of the drinking water. The water system was 
excellent — in the last century; now, however, 
two-thirds of Calcutta’s water comes unfiltered 
direct from the polluted Hooghly River. Only 
in recent years has the unfiltered water been 
chemically treated to reduce the constant mena- 
ce of epidemic cholera, but it still is a sure 
source of a whole catalogue of other gastro- 
intestinal infections. 

“It should hardly be necessary at this period 
of our civilization,” a team of international 
health experts reported nine years ago, “to 
point out the danger of an unfiltered water 
supply in an urban area, especially when direct 
connections from the main are made into dwell- 
ing houses, as in Calcutta.” In nine years the 
situation has only worsened. 

The neglect of the educational system is 
even more alarming. Since independence, the 
only new public-school buildings erected in the 

‘city have replaced dilapidated old structures. 
In other words, not a single new public school 
has been added to the system for a generation, 
with the result that it now serves only one- 
fourth of the children of school age. A greater 
number go to private schools, but approximately 
one-third — an estimated quarter of a million 
children — go to no school at all. Nowhere else 
in India is the number of the unschooled swell- 
ing faster than the total of those who do get 
enrolled. 

The condition of the schools guarantees that 
there will be no dwindling in the foreseeable 
future in the masses of the unskilled needing 
work. As the only major city in eastern India, 
Calcutta would remain in any case a catch-all 
for the countryside’s surplus labour. With the 
glut of the unskilled, Calcutta’s industrialists 
long ago became accustomed to paying the 


14 


Digitization by eGangotri and Sarayu Trust. Funding by MoE-IKS 


lowest industrial wages in India and reaping the 
highest profits. But in times of scarcity the 
price of rice in the city is the highest in the 
country. 

Last year it went higher than at any time 
since the Bengal Famine of 1943. Labour un- 
rest and what the industrialists call “‘indiscip- 
line” then reached floodtide. No doubt, Com- 
munist agitators could claim some credit. But 
what made the agitators effective was the sheer 
desperation of the workers. Communist trade- 
union leaders soon found they could ride the 
emotional wave, but couldn’t be sure of their 
ability to control or channel it when it served 
their purpose to do so. “We know that we are 
not going to have a classless society or a re- 
volution overnight,” one of them remarked, 
almost in a whisper, in the privacy of his office. 
“But if I said that at a meeting I’d be thrown 

out. The truth is that we don’t dare make the 
workers conscious of their obligations.” 
For months factories and offices were para- 


lysed by go-slow movements and wildcat strikes. ` 


Anyone travelling about the city on errands was 


` almost certain to be delayed by processions of 


workers angrily chanting revolutionary slogans 
and waving red banners. Industrialists went to 
work not knowing whether their workers would 
allow them to return to their homes at the end 
of the day. Soon they stopped wearing ties and 
jackets. “The workers cannot stand to see you 
wearing good clothes or driving a good car,” a 
shaken employer explained at the time. “They 
hate it!” 

Of the 10 million so-called “man days” lost 
in the whole of India last year as a result of 
labour disputes, 6 million were lost in Calcutta 
alone — one of the few indices on which India’s 
most important business centre registered any 
gain over the rest of the country. 

The industrialists have their jackets and ties 
back on now, but they don’t imagine they’ve 
seen the end of anarchy here. They know as 
well as anyone that the mood of their workers 
is still on the far side of desperation. Rather 
than bend their minds to the problem of re- 
versing the tide, they vow not to make any new 
investments here. Calcutta, they say, is as good 
as dead. 


A PPROPRIATELY, Calcutta’s patron 
deity is Kali — the Hindu goddess of 
death who represents, according to one com- 
mentary, “the supreme night, which swallows 
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all that exists.” Kali is normally portrayed as a 
naked black figure laughing hideously as she 
dances on a corpse, a raised sword in one of her 
four hands and a severed head in another. Near 
her temple here is Kali Ghat, the riverside land- 
ing where Calcutta’s funeral pyres burn and 
sputter to ash. Near there also is a new muni- 
cipal crematorium, which methodically com- 
pletes the process of disposal that begins on 
the city’s streets. 

Most of the crematorium’s business comes 
from one institution in Calcutta that can be 
said to have confronted the city without blink- 
ing — the Home for Dying Destitutes run by 
Mother Teresa, an Albanian-born nun who de- 
dicates her mission to “the poorest of the poor.” 
The dying are picked up off the streets and 
taken to the home only after the hospitals 
refuse to accept them. Many are dazed and un- 
able to give their names. 

Their diseases vary; tuberculosis and dysen- 
tery are the most common. Hunger is a constant. 
Mother Teresa and the young Indians in her 
order bathe, feed and nurse them as best they 
can. Most ‘important, they give them respect 
and a chance to end their days with a touch of 
dignity restored to them. “We have absolutely 
nothing to do,” she says with a smile that is 
not always easily returned, “but allow ourselves 
to be used.” $ 

Saintliness may be the only really adequate 
response to Calcutta today, but it can never be 
commonplace. There are many in the city who 
manage, at least, to become theologians of a 
kind, devoting endless hours to abstruse debates 
over how the salvation of revolution can be 
achieved here. It is reasonable enough for a 
young man growing up here to conclude that 
the present Indian system — the uneven, often 
unseemly blend of parliamentary democracy 
and old-fashioned colonial administration — has 
been a failure. 

That conclusion turns itself into bitter dis- 
dain for those who are running it. And that 


disdain calls itself revolutionary. But it is one ` 


thing to talk about a revolution and another 
thing to make one. When it comes to revolu- 
tionary talk, Calcutta probably ranks second 
only to Peking. When it comes to actual revolu- 
tionary happenings, Calcutta isn’t worth men- 
tioning. 


NE difference between the saint and 


the rebel is that the saint seeks to” 
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serve the poor, while the rebel tries to make 
the poor “conscious” of the revolution so they 
can serve it. In Calcutta the revolutionary van- 
guard is middle-class and lower-middle-class. Its 
leaders send their children to the best English- 
language private schools. When last November 
they called a general strike, the strongest re- 
sponse came from white-collar workers — only 
seven of 15,000 Government clerks were report- 
ed to have turned up at their offices — and 
skilled labourers in Communist unions. Few of 
the unskilled and dispossessed — the people who 
live in bustees and on the pavements — could 
either see the point of a strike or afford one. 
Most of them, indeed, had no one to strike 
against. “They are the hardest people to or- 
ganize,’ a Communist leader acknowledged. 
“They have the feeling something big and fun- 
damental will not happen.” 

To tell the truth, most of the Communists 
have the same feeling and seem content to stay 
within the system so long as it allows them to 
shout, “Long live the revolution!” In Calcutta 
and West Bengal the left Communists organize 
to win elections. The coffeehouses are full of 
young ideologues who deplore this “revision- 
ism.” They study their Lenin and, especially, 
their Mao and talk in-wooden jargon of or- 
ganizing the peasants. But except for a very 
few, the talk is only theoretical. Sometimes it 
is almost wistful. “We would like to be Indian 
Red Guards,” says Saibal Mitra, a 25-year-old 
student leader who was expelled from the left 
Communist party as a “left-sectarian adven- 
turist,” “but we haven’t yet reached that level.” 

In a dormitory of Presidency College — where 
Che Guevara beards are in fashion and the slogan 
“Two, Three, Many Vietnams” hangs in the 
hall — another student leader explained that he 
was finishing his studies rather than organizing 
the struggle in the villages as a favour to his 
parents. “Do anything,” they, buying time, im- 
plored, “but first get your degree.” Was he sure 
now that once he had the degree in hand he 
would remain loyal to the revolution? His reply 
was remarkably unfervent. “Today I say yes,” 
he said. “But tomorrow I may be untrue to my 
ideology. I don’t know.” 

He may well continue to call himself a Maoist 
and please his parents by getting the best job he 
can, thus having it both ways. Arthur Koestler 
has written of the Indian “indifference to còn- 
tradiction . the peaceful coexistence of 
logical opposites in the emotional sphere.” The 
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radicalism of Calcutta — a serious business, both 
emotionally and intellectually — provides a stun- 
ning example, for it doesn’t insist on changing 
the city. 


HERE are those who see it differently. 

Mihir Sen, a Bengali who made his re- 
putation as a long-distance swimmer and now 
calls himself “the voice of the resurgent youth 
of India,” promises that “the battle for Asia 
between Suez and the Mekong” will be decided 
in Calcutta. The suggestion is that he will be 
the one to lead the last stand against the Red 
hordes. Businessmen also talk of an approaching 
Armageddon; some have even taken the pre- 
caution of dispatching their wives’ jewels to 


bank vaults in New Delhi and Bombay for safe- 
keeping. 

But such high drama still seems unlikely, 
for the struggle in Calcutta is not only between 
people but within them. For any kind of re- ` 
volution, even the quict kind, the city needs a 
resolution — of the different groups that make 
it up and the contrary impulses of its people. 
It needs the kind of indignation that won’t 
simply feed on itself, the kind of hope that 
isn’t resigned to being denied. Rubbing treacle 
in Calcutta’s wounds, a Government of India 
tourist brochure says “The city represents man’s 
unfailing hope for a better life.” Whatever that 
is supposed to mean, it’s obvious that “unfailing 
hope” is no answer to a disaster. 


Memo to your young ones: 


YOUR 


GUIDE 


TO GOOD HEALTH 


EVERY once in a while you read about 
people suffering from malnutrition, owing 
to shortage of foods or vitamins. 


Here is a standard guide as to the kinds 
of food we need each day, in order to 
maintain good health: 


Milk — For growing boys and girls, at 
least 1 Quart per day (some of this may 
be taken in the form of ice cream, cream 
soups or cheese). 


Eggs — At least one a day, or three per 
week. : 
Meat — One serving per day (sometimes, 


dried peas, nuts, or beans may be sub- 
stituted). ; 


Fruits — Two servings a day, more if 
possible. 

Vegetables — At least one raw, and one 
green or yellow vegetable each day. 
Cereal — One serving a day, and at least 
two slices of enriched bread. 

Potatoes — One serving a day. 

Butter — Two servings a day. 


Notice the complete absence of choco- 
lates and candy bars? And yet, how we 
tend to stuff ourselves with these, and 
wonder why we get pimples! 


A lot of drinking water in between 
meals plus lots of sleep in a well-ventilated 
room and who knows — you may make 
the Olympics some day! 


Hiding in a Sari! 


back to India on the next Slight. 
16 
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Drape a 
wildly exciting 
Bombay Dyeing 
sari around you 


And see 
what happens 


Shatter a man's world; do th 
wrinkliest things! Wadren 
saris wash easily, dry breezil 
without shrinking. Need N 
ironing. Soft-spun, Tebilize 
Swiss Voiles drape delicately 
have a superb finish. Ar 
crease-resistant. 


Twelve new designs eac 
month in wondrous, beautifu 
colours: new Wadren 
(‘Terene'/cotton) saris an 
new airy Swiss Voiles! 


Buy crease-resistant Swis 
Voiles and Wadrene 
(‘Terene'/cotton) saris 
from 


BOMBAY 
DYEING 


BD. 766: 


Square pack. 
Square value. 
Square deal. 


Brooke Bond Red Label i 


MORE CUPS OF BETTER TEA 
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The new rich of India: 


The latest to jump on the agricultural band-wagon are officers who have re- 
tired from the higher Government services. — particularly the I.C.S., the I.A.S., 
and the railways — and professionals like accountants, doctors and teachers. 


GENTLEMEN FARMERS 


By DANIEL THORNER 


HE FLIGHT of the Beatles, floods and 
riots on the languagé issue tend to 
over-shadow other kinds of news about India. 
Meanwhile, an unprecedented but scarcely no- 
ticed vogue has spread throughout the Indian 
countryside. Scientific agriculture has suddenly 
become fashionable. Perhaps the most startling 
feature of the current rural scene is the appear- 
ance of a new kind of cultivator: the educated, 
up-to-date, profit-oriented town-dweller. 

Until a couple of years ago by far the great- 
er part of India’s crops was grown by peasants — 
illiterate, chronically short of capital, and wed- 
ded to traditional methods. Today gentlemen 
farmers drawn from the higher castes may be 
found within driving distance of practically 
every Indian large town. For them agriculture 
has become a hobby, sometimes even a passion. 
They see themselves as patriots acting in the 
national interest to help to liberate India from 
dependence on food imports. At the same time 
they have found that farming can be highly 
profitable. 

Last autumn in Karnal district 100 miles 
north of. Delhi, I called on the local agricultural 
officer. Just as I started to ask him which culti- 


vators I could visit, in walked a short, chubby, 
grey-haired man in his fifties. Although he had 
all the external characteristics of a businessman, 
he turned out to be the prize cultivator of the 
entire area. 

As I later saw at his 65-acre farm, he ach- 
ieved splendid yields from Mexican wheat, Tai- 
chung paddy, hybrid maize and hybrid bajra. 
Using the dwarf Mexican wheat he got more 
than two. tons an acre, while from the Taichung 
paddy he got more than three tons an acre. He 
had two tubewells, a tractor, a wheat-threshing 


‘machine .and an old car. 


This model farmer told me straightforward- 
ly that he had been a commission merchant and 
a moneylender. He said he had given up money- 
lending after 1958 when too many governmen- 
tal regulations were introduced. Two of the 
biggest and best cultivators in the neighbour- 
hood turned out to be sons of advocates. They 
also owned tubewells and tractors. Like my- 


_ host, they maintained houses in the town a few 


miles away and came out by car or bus to direct 
their operations. 

: It is characteristic of the agricultural scene 
in India today that I should have come upon 
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thesé families of merchants, ex-moneylenders 
and advocates who were investing heavily in 
the land. Another group who have begun to sink 
funds into farming are the industrialists. The 
-great cities of Delhi, Baroda, Bombay, Hydera- 
bad, Bangalore, Coimbatore and Madurai are 
being ringed with poultry farms, fruit orchards, 
vegetable and spice gardens. Some of these are 
registered directly in the names of industrialists 
or of members of their own families; others are 
in the names of the company, of a cooperative, 
or of friends. 

Even where the farm is called an orchard 
(a bagh), it is quite common to see fields of the 
latest varieties of paddy, wheat, or one of the 
hybrid millets. Owners take pride in their un- 
derstanding of scientific farming. They, their 
wives and their sons rattle off with astonishing 
speed the combinations of ammonium sulphate, 
superphosphate, potash, green manure, farm- 
yard manure, pesticides and treated seeds which 
they believe to be best suited to their particular 
soil and water supply. 

In their new-found enthusiasm for scientific 
agriculture, mercantile and industrial classes 
are following a trail blazed by officers of the 
armed forces. Ten to 15 years ago generals, 
colonels, and majors, thinking of retirement, 
put in their bids for sizeable allotments in areas 
where waste Jand was being reclaimed, jungle 
cleared, or malaria eradicated from the sub- 
Himalayan terai. Today their foresight is being 
rewarded. With the prevailing prices for cereals 
and the high yields from new varieties of seeds, 
their farms are often extraordinarily profitable. 
Where an officer operates his holding in the 
form of a cooperative, he has first claim on a 
wide variety of government aid, credit and 
Services. 

The latest to jump on the agricultural band- 
wagon are officers who have retired from the 
higher Government services — particularly the 
I.C.S., the 1.A.S., and the railways — and pro- 
fessionals like accountants, doctors and teachers. 

The Mehrauli Road south of Delhi is studded 
with farms belonging to former luminaries in 
the governmental hierarchy. Many of these new 
farmers are trying to grow grapes, which have 
already proved to be good money-makers in 
Hyderabad, Bangalore and a number of places 
in Maharashtra. 

The success of grapes and sugar cane in the 
Deccan has been so great that there is already 
a movement to go on to the production of 
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wines and stronger alcoholic products and the 
Maharashtra Government have recently decided 
to allow the manufacture of 3.5 per cent proof 
beer. 


O. THOSE who have not lately seen 
for themselves some of these up-to- 
date farms, my assertions may seem exaggerated 
and my emphasis on grapes excessive. Here | 
may direct attention to what may be termed 
the purifying role of the biological process. We 
all know that upon dung heaps roses grow. It 
is generally agreed that there is a lot of black 
money circulating in India; and a problem fac- 
ing many businessmen is how to convert this 
into white money. For quite a few of them, 
agriculture has provided the answer. On crops 
like grapes, profits of Rs. 10,000 an acre or 
higher can be claimed. Even Rs. 20,000 an acre 
is not inconceivable. Another great advantage 
of profits said to have been earned in agricul- 
ture is that most states do not have an agricul- 
tural income tax. 

An outstanding feature of the new agricul- 
ture is its reliance on power, as embodied in 
the tractor and the well with motor, of which 
there are various kinds — pump-set, tubewell, 
bore-well with engine, or, in Madras, filter-point 
well. Properly handled, the tractor ploughs bet- 
ter and quicker than the bullock team, and re- 
duces the peak season demand for hired labour. 
In parts of the Punjab the bullock has already 
been displaced by the tractor and in central 
Gujarat its days are numbered. I found in Gu- 
jarat that after using tractors in their own fields, 
the richer cultivators had Organized a regular 
system of ploughing other people’s fields at 
fixed charges. : 

Just as the tractor reduces dependence on 
human and animal labour, so the well with an 
electric pump or oil engine makes agriculture 
less of a gamble on monsoons or the vagaries 
of over-burdened irrigation networks. Since 
1967 the Madras State electricity programme 
has outstripped the rest of the country. In 
Madras alone there are now 280,000 electrified 
wells at work. In districts like South Arcot the 
goal of the more alert farmers with resources 
to invest is continuous cropping. 

The point has been reached where prestige 
symbols in the Punjab are now mechanical. In 
marriage negotiations when the representatives 
of the two sides come together, a common 
Opening gambit of one party may be: “Do you 
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have tractor?” To which the likely reply is: “Do 
you have tubewell?” 

It used to be said that agriculture in India 
was less of an occupation than a way of life. 
This is not the case today with those cultivators 
who use modern equipment. When I asked an 
outstanding farmer in Gujarat if, in addition to 
his crops, he carried on some industry (ginning, 
Pressing, decorticating), he replied firmly: “With 
us, agriculture is an industry.” 

What we are witnessing is the emergence of 
an advanced sector in Indian agriculture that is 
broadly comparable to the advanced sector in 
industrial production. This new agriculture has 
been tested, has proved profitable, and is rapidly 
expanding. Accordingly, the biggest business 
companies in India have launched a campaign 
for a policy which would give them free entry 
into this field. The giant house of Birlas have 
taken the lead in demanding a shift in Govern- 
ment policy away from cooperative farming 
towards corporate farming. 

The allure of agriculture for big business 
is a natural outgrowth of the factors we have 
discussed earlier in the context of high prices 
and the new agricultural strategy. The Govern- 
ment propose to concentrate the lion’s share of 
their aid to agriculture on some 32 million acres 
of land (i.e. about 10 per cent of the total) 
which enjoy assured water supply and other 
advantages. These are already the most pros- 
perous areas of the country; to the extent that 
the Government channel their assistance in that 
direction, their relative lead over the rest of 
India will naturally increase. : 

Within the favoured regions Government 
technical advice and supplies will, in practice, be 
of greatest use to those cultivators who can 
make substantial investments. That is to say, 
the best-off elements in the countryside will 
benefit most. 

This layer now includes the gentlemen far- 
mers J have described — the merchants, indus- 
trialists, professional people, military officers 
and civilians who have jumped on the agricul- 
tural bandwagon. In effect Government policy 
in the countryside tends to accentuate social as 
well as regional inequalities. 


In saying this I do not mean that the poor 
are getting absolutely poorer. Of course, in 
areas which suffered two successive years of 
drought, it is precisely the bottom third of the 
tural population, the petty cultivators, crop- 
sharing tenants and agricultural labourers who 
have been most drastically affected. But, for 
the whole country and for the period from 
1947 to the present, even these -humble toilers 
have profited in one way or another from the 
increased rhythm of national economic develop- 
ment. Their actual living conditions may still 
be miserable, but the standard to which they 
aspire has risen. 


LREADY, FOR a number of months 
of the year in several areas of India, 
even those agricultural labourers who have no 
land manage to eat two and a half to three meals 
a day. During the lean seasons they may have 
to do with a scanty breakfast, some scraps at 
midday, and only one proper meal, usually 
in the evening. What they want for themselves 
and their children, however, is clear: three pro- 
per meals a day all the year round, preferably 
of rice or wheat. If this is what landless labour- 
ers want, it does not take much imagination 
to guess what their more fortunate rural neigh- 
bours must already be eating. 
‘It is the pressure on food supplies from all 


- these villagers as well as the demand of city 


populations that has sent the prices of food 
grains rocketing. In turn, this has helped to 
make agriculture profitable and has attracted 
the gentlemen farmers. 

Before the 1960s in the plains of India there 
were only a few pockets of genuinely capitalistic 
agriculture — parts of the Punjab, central Guja- 
rat, Coimbatore and coastal Andhra. Now for 
the first time there is in all parts of the Indian 
countryside a layer, thick in some regions, thin- 
ner in others, of agricultural capitalists. What is 
more, these capitalistic farmers seem to be the 
most rapidly growing group in rural India; they 
may already be the most powerful. The impli- 
cations of this are far-reaching, not only in the 
economic field, but for the structure of society 
and the future.shape of politics. 


We remember the sardonic joke about the optimist and the pessimist. The optimist was 
the man who did not mind what happened, so long as.it did not happen to him. The 
pessimist was the man who lived with the optimist. 
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66 hen you’ve been a king,” the Duke 

of Windsor once remarked to a 

friend, “anything else is in danger of being an 

anti-climax.” And when you’ve been a king for 

barely 12 months and an ex-king for over 32 
years, the danger must be very real indeed. 

Edward Albert Christian George Andrew Pat- 

rick David, the 75-year-old Duke of Windsor, 

could easily have become a rather doleful exile, 

whiling away his years in aimless contemplation 


. of the passing scene. 


But he hasn’t. He is lively and aware, a busy 
writer and an endless and eager traveller. 

Life has remained meaningful for the Duke 
because he is spending it with' the woman he 
loves, the woman who has utterly convinced him 
by her devotion that the sacrifice he made on 
that winter’s day in 1936 was not only right, 
but has been proved to be right. 

The woman whom the Duke married at the 
French Chateau of Conde, just 32 years ago, has 
never forgotten for a moment that she was the 
reason a king gave up-his throne. 

And in spite of their love, wealth, popularity 
and fame, the Duchess has not easily accepted 
that knowledge. “The sheer emotional strain 
would have aged or broken a weaker, lesser wo- 
man,” says a friend. “But Wallis has such in- 
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credible strength.. They area devoted couple 
and they both find a hidden strength in this love.” 


o the world, the 73-year-old Duchess of 

Windsor is an elegant, never-changing 

figure whose life is patently devoted to the man 
she loves. 

Butclose friends know that the virtual banish- 
ment abroad has had a profound, yet little 
publicised, effect. 

Those near to the couple report that the 
Duchess was especially delighted at receiving an 
invitation from Queen Elizabeth II which led to 


the Duke and Duchess attending the unveiling 


of a memorial plaque to Queen Mary. 

She knows that the Duke feels deeply the 
split with his family, although it is a subject he 
rarely talks about, even with close friends. 

The Duchess knows she has to compensate 
for this split. And she does. “They are, if pos- 
sible, closer today than ever before,” says a 
friend. Whatever plans they make are made to- 
gether. The Duke needs reassurance, and Wallis 
gives it unstintingly.” 

. Four years ago when the Duke was in the 


` London Clinic undergoing an operation to save 


his sight, the Duchess hardly left his side for 


weeks. A spokesman said at the time: “She is 
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showing complete devotion. She is sharing every 
minute of the strain and anxiety.” 
Although she is at an age when most women 
are, beginning to lose interest in high fashion, 
the Duchess is still a star customer in the Paris 
salons. Both Balenciaga and Cardin make clothes 
especially for her and she is invariably found on 
the frontrow of thespringandautumncollections. 
The couple are, by any standards, rich. On 
his abdication, the Duke is believed to have been 
given an outright settlement of one million 
sterling, and careful investment over the years is 
said to have at least doubled this amount. 
And his income from books and newspaper 
articles alone is in the region of £10,000 a year. 


he Duchess, who has only a limited pri- 

vate income from American invest- 

ments, looked around for a way of earning extra 

money which wouldn’t further tax the Duke’s 
resources. ; 

She turned her talents to writing. Her own 
abdication story “The Heart Has Its Reasons” 
became a best-seller, particularly in America. 

Shrewdly, she followed up its publication 
with requests to glossy magazines to write beauty 
and fashion articles. A syndicated column now 
brings her in a substantial income. 

It was the Duchess who, 17 years ago, re- 
cognised that they needed a permanent base. 
They found one 22 miles from Paris, in country 
so remote that any invitation to visit is accom- 
panied by a sketch-map drawn by the Duke and 
reproduced in postcard size. 

Their new home was Mill House, a crumbling 
villa and out-buildings which the couple bought 
from French artist Etienna Drian. and have trans- 
formed over the years into a comfortable home. 

The main room, converted from a former 
grain storehouse, has been nicknamed “the 
museum” by the Duchess. 

It contains countless relics and souvenirs in- 
cluding the Chippendale table on which the Duke 


signed the Instruments of Abdication. On it isa 
brassplate inscribed: “10.30 a.m. December 10, 
1936.” 

“We tackled the job together,” the Duke has 
recalled. “I took over the gardens as my pro- 
vince, and the Duchess took over the interiors. 
But we consulted each other regularly and came 
to agreement on all alterations. 

“Since the Duchess loves to arrange flowers 
in vases throughout the house, I converted the 
kitchen garden into one for cut flowers. The 
Mill is the first house we have ever owned to- 
gether and on it we lavished the ideas and affect- 
tion we stored up during the years we lived in 
rented houses.” 

Life at the Mill — or wherever the Windsors 
happen to be — is relaxed and informal — but 
never lacking in style. 


he Duchess who “likes a man to dress 

up”, isinclined to be critical of the fact 

that nowadays the trend is to “dress down”. She 

disapproves of the fact that men rarely put on 
evening dress for dinner or theatre engagements. 
“If women dress up for an evening out,” she 

said recently, “men should at least pay them the 

compliment of doing the same.” 
At home they always dress for dinner — the 


Duke invariably wears a velvet cord dinner jacket ` 


he had when Prince of Wales. Any dinner guest 
is warned that “black tie at the Windsors” is the 
rule not the exception. 

The love of the Windsors transcends any 
frontiers. Recently, the Duke made it clear that 
he had no intention of returning permanently to 
Britain. “We have lived abroad for 32 years and 
it is unlikely that we will ever do anything else.“ 

As they stepped, arm-in-arm, from a line: 
gang-plank on to British soil for the Queen Mary 
Memorial celebrations, they were asked how 
they intended to spend the rest of their lives. 

The Duke glanced at his wife and she smiled. 
And he replied simply: “Together.” 


Se 
The Cheque That Bounced Back Again! 


They retreived the ch 
Thomas admitted: “tj 
operation were given in 
Sive-year jail sentence for stealing ciga 
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tere we are — yoy have got me.” No det, 


rettes, cash — and chequ 


lence laboratory.” 
with the evidence, 


ails of the retreival 
mas, 41, had two years cut off his 
es — from a chain store. 
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Witness to Tomorrow?: 


THE MISSING “AFFRAY” 


One woman knew where the submarine sank! 


By JUDSON BENNETT 


ll through the long day the naval rescue 

services of Britain and America scoured 

the English Channel, relentlessly searching for 

the crippled submarine they knew lay some- 
where beneath the waves. 

The submarine was the Royal Navy’s Affray, 
and the date, April 17, 1951. 

The 1,200 tons Affray had set sail the night 
before, following a set course in the Channel — 
and it was along this course that the rescue team 
were conducting their fearful search. 

But their efforts were in vain. The Affray 
had met with disaster twenty miles off course. 

And yet as the rescue team continued their 
fruitless probing of the murky waters, one wo- 
man hundreds of miles away knew exactly where 


the ill-fated Affray had sunk. She had been told « 


just a few minutes after the accident had taken 
place, by a member of the ill-fated crew! 

One of the strangest stories in the annals of 
Royal Navy began on the evening of April 16, 
1951, when the Affray set sail from Portsmouth. 

She was to participate in special training 
exercises and in addition to her normal compli- 
ment of 55 officers and men, twenty extra 
junior officers had been crammed into her hull. 

For these twenty young seamen this was to 
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be their first and last voyage beneath the waves. 


nder the command of Lieutenant John 

Blackburn, the Affray throbbed her 

way out of Portsmouth and set her course into 
the Channel. 

Completed in 1946, the Affray was one of 
the Royal Navy’s newest and most trusted sub- 
marines. .No-one on board or on shore would 
have guessed that this was to be her last voyage. 

At 21.18 hours, she radioed to Portsmouth 
to report that she was diving. And that was the 
last time anything was ever seen or heard of her 


_—at least by any orthodox means. 


Somewhere, in the murky depths of the 
English Channel, the Affray met with disaster. 
To this day nobody has been able to explain 
exactly what happened. 

Whatever it was, the submarine was crippled. 
But strangely, she managed to struggle on for 
another 40 miles until she finally came to rest in 
a deep channel 67 miles south of St. Catherine’s 
Point. 

The first official alert came at 8.30 the fol- 
lowing morning. As soon as she failed to radio 
her surfacing signal, Naval headquarters at Port- 
smouth ordered a search along the Affray’s 
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given course. 

But many miles away, on the Channel Island 
of Guernsey, a strange unofficial SOS had al- 
ready been received. .. . 


ne of Britain’s high ranking naval of- 

ficers — who the Admiralty has al- 

ways refused to identify — had made his home 

on the island. At the time he was working in 
London, while his wife stayed on in Guernsey. 

On April 16, she was reading alone in her 
drawing room, when suddenly she realised she 
had a visitor. A young naval officer, whom she 
recognised as one who had once served under 
her husband, walked in and told her that he had 
been on board a submarine that had sunk. 

“Will you please tell your husband that we 
are 67 miles south of the lighthouse at St. 
Catherine’s Point”, he explained. “It happened 
very suddenly, none of us expected it.” ; 

Shaken by the officer's strange visit and his 
even stranger message, she started to ask him 
what he meant. But the officer disappeared 
before her eyes! 


She immediately phoned her husband in: 


London and gave him the message, but he didn’t 
believe her story. 


Me donate my organs for transplant Surgery — 
over my dead bodyr* 
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He, not unnaturally, told her that she must 
have been dreaming. There were no submarines 
missing or in difficulty, he said, and highly im- 
probable that one should ever come to grief in 
Hurd Deep. 

Reassured by his words, she decided to try 
and forget the matter. 

And yet her information had been perfectly 
correct. A submarine had sunk in Hurd Deep, 
and at exactly the same time as she had seen 
the young officer’s spectre. 

As soon as the first helicopters and planes 
had confirmed that the Affray had not surfaced, 
a full-scale search for her began in earnest. Six 

submarines, warships, planes and helicopters 
joined the search. Strictly following the Affray’s 
given course and the surrounding areas, the 
British and American rescue teams probed the 
grey waves for signs of life. 

The Affray had enough air to last submerged . 
for four days, but after 48 hours the Admiralty 
had already unofficially come to terms with. 
the fact that the ship would not return. 


O° April 19, although the search for the 
missing submarine continued uninter- 
rupted, they announced that, in view of the 


Sun Tan 


We're organizing a student demonstration: 
will vou do our homework?" 


` 
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time-lapse, the chances of an accident had to be 
regarded as increasingly probable. 

But by April 28, the rescue forces had given 
up all hope of bringing back any member of the 
Affray’s crew alive. 

It was now official: She had been lost with 
all hands, 

Most of the planes and ships were withdrawn 
from the search, although a skeleton force kept 
up the vigil into May and June. 

Eventually the ships began exploring further 
afield, in case the Affray had inexplicably sail- 
ed off course. Using underwater television, 
Royal Navy salvage ships began investigating 
areas which were well off the Affray’s given 
location. 

Strangely, although they both knew of the 
Affray’s disappearance neither the woman in 
Guernsey nor her husband at the Admiralty 


said anything about the ghostly visitation. Per- 


haps they felt it would have been foolhardy to 
recommend a costly search in an improbable 
region on the strength of what might have been 
nothing but a dream. 

But the “dream” turned out to be true. On 
June 14, the salvage ship Reclaim located the 
dark shape of a submarine lying on the sea-bed 
at the North end of Hurd Deep — just 67 miles 
south of St. Catherine’s lighthouse. 

The Affray has never been lifted from her 
grave on the sea-bed 200 feet beneath the waves. 
To this day she lies there guarding the secret 
of her destruction. 

Had the rear-admiral’s wife seen a ghost, or 
was the spectre of a young officer a form of 
visual telepathy, conveyed through the unknown 
by the man as the submarine made her final 
plunge into Hurd Deep? 

` Perhaps we shall never know why or how 
she was chosen as a Witness to Tomorrow! 


Believe it or Not! 


A python has swallowed a full-grown cow in Ghana. 
It happened last month at the Government-owned cattle ranch of Amelorkope, 


.about 80 miles from Accra. Ranch workers found a 30-foot python with “an unusual- 


ly large stomach.” They killed the snake, dissected it, and found the cow. 


Just where would we be if | had to buy 
a new outfit each time | felt lanquorous?” 
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“So the drought has broken at last. 
Does it follow that I must go out 
and work in the rain?” 


as 
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PREFACE 


EVERYBODY'S LIFE consists of episodes, chained together by boredom. In 
memory, it seems to me, the boredom is forgotten, and the episodes remain. Not all 
of them, some are forgotten, but the episodes important in some way to oneself 
are the ones that remain in the memory. Some of these episodes may seem trivial to 
other people; but if one remembers them, they probably have a relevance to one’s 
life. 

Writing this book, I have tried to edit the episodes that, in my memory, make up 
my life. I have tried to produce a narrative which has the same relationship to 
chronology as the memory has: that is, not much. I have jumped various stages of 
my life, and cut back and forth in time. This book is the story of my life as I re- 
member it: I can only hope that itis a Story of some interest, and truthfully presents 
a person in the process of growth, development, and change, the progress of a child 
towards being a man. 


DOM MORAES 


Copyright © Judith Anne Moraes, 1968. Condensed from the book published by Martin Secker & Warburg 


Limited, London. | 
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A Piece of Childhood 


Poor meagre life is mine, meagre and poor: 
Only a piece of childhood thrown away. 


Almost I can recall where I was born, 
The hot verandahs where the chauffeurs drowse, 
Backyard dominion of the ragged thorn 
And nameless servants in my father’s house . . . 
“A Letter” from POEMS (1960)* 


ISSING MY FATHER is my first real 

memory of him. The summer before 
he went to war he had been a loved, distant 
figure, sitting at evening on the verandah of our 
flat with a sequence of young English officers 
on their way to the Burma front (the poet Alun 
Lewis, who died there, was one of them), all 
inhaling the rich flesh of cigars, sipping beer, 
talking: not my world that summer. My world 
was in the oval park outside our flat in Bombay, 
a park eyelashed with palm-trees, above which, 
like a school of enormous airborne white whales, 
barrage balloons floated. Above these the glar- 
ing sun pulsed like an eye: vultures soared up 
towards it on tremendous, idle wings. Down on 
my knees in the rough scurfy park grass, a vigi- 
lant nanny nearby, I stared at the texture of 
the earth, the texture of a stone, the texture 
of a fallen leaf, all eroded to red dust by the 
sun. A spy, I hovered above ants busy in the 
red dust; grasshoppers stilting up into the air; 
briefly settled, hairy flies. Vivid colours stained 
my eye. Behind our flat was the Arabian Sea, 
an ache and blur of blue at noon, purpling to 
shadow towards nightfall: then the sun spun 
down through a clash of colours like a thrown 
orange, and was sucked into it: sank, and the 
sea was black shot silk, stipplied and lisping, 
and it was time for bed. 

At morning the sea was a very pale, indolent 
colour, ridged with wavy lines like Greek stat- 
uary. When I woke, I went into my parents’ 
room. They lay in twin teak beds: above them, 
on a wooden stand, loomed a three-foot plaster 
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Christ, fingers clapped to where a raw heart 
swelled from its chest, for my mother was re- 
ligious. Sometimes on Sundays she took me to 
church, though my father never came. He was 
not religious, my mother explained mysteriously 
to me, because he had been educated in England. 

Anyway, there they lay, my gods, tranquil 
and powerful, in charge of the day ahead, my 
father reading the newspapers, my mother var- 
nishing her nails. I ran to my mother first, 
since except in moments of stress I was gruff 
and shy with my father. Even so early in the 
day, she smelt of flowers. I buried my head 
between her small breasts, and was happy. Over 
us that summer Christ cocked an apparently 
benevolent eye. 

The day unfolded like a year: breakfast, ser- 
ved silently by the bearer: scraping up corn- 


flakes as I listened to my parents talk: shopping 


in the car with my mother (waiting, impatient, 
for her to emerge from the Army & Navy Stores, 
while the chauffeur strove to amuse me with 
funny faces): then the park with my nanny: the 
weeks, months, years, of one burning afternoon, 
breathing the turning world, vigilant: nightfall, 
my father on the verandah, the English officers 
drinking beer: bedtime, when I thought the 
chirping of crickets was the noise the stars made. 
It seemed to go on forever, before my father 
went to war. 

After he went, the first monsoon I remem- 
ber broke: the sky went coppery, and was filled 
always with a dirty fleece of cloud, infested by 
winged creatures, aimless and concentric. Thun- 
der rumbled on the horizon, where the grey, 
maned sea neighed and reared. Lightning leapt, 
and a brown wall of rain shut off the park. The 
putters croaked with overflow: everything was 
damp, chairs, books, my bed: the vultures 
hunched wetly on the neighbouring rooftops, 
slowly raising and lowering their dingy enormous 
wings. The barrage balloons turned brownish, 
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and quavered in their tethers. Letters came from 
Burma: my father drew sketches for me in the 
margin, one of himself, standing in a jungle, 
slashed at by the slant rain. When I saw this 
sketch, I felt my heart make the exact stilted 
upward movement of a grasshopper in the park. 

“Where is my daddy?” I asked my mother. 

“He's in Burma, darling. In the war.” 

When I asked her what war was, she replied, 
in the cloudy way that was becoming common 
in her, “Bangs and flashes, lots of fire, and lots 
of noise.” 

Towards the end of that monsoon, my nan- 
ny took me for an afternoon walk. We didn’t 

go to the park, but along the seafront, where 
the beggars, armless, legless, eyeless, lolled on 
the seawall: for me a part of the scenery, like 
grass or earth or grasshoppers: I had never ima- 
gined they were people. We moved slowly down 
the seafront past this sad, withered regiment, 
hands raised in salute for alms: then came a 
sudden tremendous thump underfoot, bucket- 
ing me off my feet, and a moment later the 
long wash of an explosion. Then the dull, clut- 
tered sky filled with trails of flame: the pave- 
ment shook, and each time the sky flashed 
came the crump of another explosion. The 
beggars lay quietly looking up at the sky, almost 
with interest: I suddenly realised that they were 
people after all. : 

Meanwhile my nanny had knelt down (she 
was a good Catholic), and was telling her beads. 
“Let's go home,” I said. “What is the use, baba,” 
she answered, “when it is the end of the world?” 
She began to cry. The beggars did not cry: they 
watched the flaming sky, they suffered the 
crump and sway of the explosions: I felt they 
had the right attitude. My nanny implored me 
to kneel too, and pray: I must save my soul. 
But I wouldn't. Eventually, amidst the explo- 
sions, a car drew up: ours: my mother came 
out of it, smelling of flowers. She put the nanny 
and me into the car. The nanny said, “Madam, 

it is the end of the world.” 

My mother said, “Don’t be more silly than 
you can help, Natal. An oil-tanker has blown 
up in the harbour.” 

We reached home. My mother put my nanny 
to bed and stood with me on the balcony, 
looking at the sky. Across the grey clouds the 
spurts and rushes of flame multiplied, and the 
thuds of the explosions deepened, as the orgasm 
of the burning tanker neared i ts climax. 

I said, “This is like what it’s like with Daddy 
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in Burma.” 

My mother said, “What do you mean?” 

“Lots of fire, and lots of noise.” 

My mother did not reply, and when I looked 
at her I was amazed to discover that she was 
crying. I could see the tears, but she made no 
sound whatever, so I was puzzled, until she 
said, “I’ve got. something in my eye,” and I 
didn’t believe her, and was confirmed in my 
belief that she was crying. 

“Never mind,” I said. “Daddy’ll be back 
soon.” 

She still didn’t reply, and when I looked at 
her I saw that she was still crying. The flat still 
shook with the explosions, regular as heartbeats: 
the flames in the sky were turning into fascinat- 
ing colours: blue, gold, orange, green, crimson. 
Then the thick seasonal rain began to fall, the 
flames faded, the explosions receded, and then 
suddenly hundreds of mad vultures were blun- 
dering drunkenly round the sky. 


As a child I knew my mother was very beautiful. 
Her face was a pearly heart, in which her large 
candle-lit eyes were luminous under moth-soft 
lashes. I identified her with the Christ above 
her bed. 
She was about thirty when my father went 
to war, a poised woman, known for her dry 
and acid wit. My father and she adored each 
other: they had met when she was sixteen and 
he twenty-one. Then he went to England, and 
for eight years was at Oxford and Lincoln’s Inn. 
During this time they wrote constantly to each 
other. When my father came back, he was a 
qualified barrister, but not a very prosperous 
one. However, he was a literary sort of person, 
and in due course was offered the post of Literary 
Editor on the Times of India. He took it, and 
got married. There was immediate Opposition 
from the respective families. My mother’s par- 
ents were both doctors and Roman Catholics. 
My paternal grandfather was an engineer, and a 
Roman Catholic too, but the Hindu caste system 
of their forefathers had worked on Indian Catho- 
lics over the years, splitting them into com- 
munities: and my parents’ families came from 
different Catholic communities. A great deal of 
fuss ensued, but in 1937 my parents married, 
and on July 19th, 1938, I was born. 

By the time my father was accredited as the 
first Indian war correspondent, and sent to the 
Burma front, my parents were one of the bright 
young couples of Bombay. They gave and at- 
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tended expensive cocktail parties: my father had 
a weekly radio programme, to which, in the 
nursery, my nanny and I listened with bewilder- 
ment and pride. My parents both drank and 
smoked, and, unusual in Indian Christians, held 
nationalist views. They supported Gandhi and 
Nehru: the flat was always full of unshaven and 
furtive young nationalists who had either just 
emerged from prison or were hiding from the 
police. 

In the tradition of her family, my mother 
was a doctor, a pathologist: she worked in a 
large hospital half the week, and in a research 
laboratory the other half. After my father went 
to war, she sometimes took me with her to the 
hospital, with its disinfectant smell and its rows 
of sad cow-eyed patients in white shrouds over- 
flowing the cramped wards, corpses before they 
were dead. In my mother’s office there were 
puckered purple foetuses pickled in bottles of 
alcohol. The eyes of the foetuses were dilated 
and whitish: they hung in their bottles, dis- 
coloured shadows, but their eyes followed and 
accused me. My mother, moved by some educa- 
tive impulse, once lifted a bottle off the shelf 
and held it in front of me. As the alcohol in the 
bottle swirled, the purple dwarf in the shallows 
turned slowly, malevolently, displaying its huge 
white-eyed head, then its hunched back and 
pinched buttocks. It was the first time I had 
ever felt pity, but I also felt extreme disgust: I 
had hysterics and was sent home. 

The foetuses apart, I liked to watch my 
mother at work. Her small caressive fingers 
were delicate with microscopes and slides, her 
large eyes absorbed and secretive. She was a 
very good pathologist, and in 1944 when Gandhi 
was on a hunger strike, was sent to look after 
him. He was at this time encamped at Juhu, a 
beach near Bombay, and once my mother took 
me there with her. 

The encampment was a dishevelled squad of 
tents, pinned down like washing on the yellow 
_ line of the beach. Numbers of policemen sur- 
rounded it, and through the tents drifted a long 
sequence of people dressed in white, men, wo- 
men, and children. {t was a monsoon day, with 
a low-crowded sky oyerhead. Beside the camp 
the grey sea lay like a cat. 

“Among Gandhi's followers in the camp was 
Mrs Sarojini Naidu, who in her youth had lived 
in England and written quantities of appalling 
verse which was praised by Yeats and Gosse. By 
the time I met her she was about sixty, a large, 
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grey-haired, talkative lady, who had long since 
abandoned verse to become a heroine of the re- 
volution. In her, as in the whole camp, I felt a 
lively, striving quality of desire and pursuit, of 
which somehow even the watchful policemen 
were part, for they saluted Mrs Naidu, not their 
English officers. s 

My mother entrusted me to Mrs Naidu, who 
promptly, as a token of friendship, handed me 
an orange. Then she led me to the central tent 
to see Gandhi. 

He was sitting on a charpoy, legs crossed, an 
old shrunken man, naked except for a loincloth. 
He wore enormous spectacles, and when he 
smiled I saw he had no teeth. He frequently 
smiled: he was surrounded by people: from time 
to time a disciple fished an awed child out of 
the crowd and brought it up to be blessed. Now, 
when I look back on that scene, I think of en- 
campments in Galilee: then, unliterary, I only 
felt a sort of happiness that I was there. 

Mrs Naidu was no respecter of persons. She 
bulldozed a way through the crowd, and, arriv- 
ing beside the charpoy, inquired in thunderous 
affectionate tones, “How’s my Mickey Mouse 
today?” She was an unlikely Mary Magdalene, 
but Gandhi laughed. He then addressed me in 
Hindi. Unluckily my family, like many Christian 
familes in India, had only spoken English for the 
previous two generations. The only Hindi I knew 
was the pidgin Hindi in which I spoke to the 
servants. I confessed this fact to Gandhi. 

He clicked his tongue, but switched to Eng- 
lish, and asked Mrs Naidu whose son I was. 
“Beryl’s,” Mrs Naidu said. Gandhi said, “I must 
tell Beryl to teach him. All our children should 
speak Hindi.” I was by this time rather crushed, 
but he turned back to me, laughing, pulled my 
ears (at this time somewhat protuberant) and 


said, “You have ears like mine, beta.” This 


cheered me up, and with a sudden, inexplicable 
impulse of love, I offered him Mrs Naidu’s 
orange, still clutched damply in my hand. 

He said, “You have a good heart, beta, but 
keep the orange. I don’t eat much these days, so 
you will need it more than I will.” As Mrs Naidu 
prepared to ferry me back through the crowd, 
he asked abruptly, “Is your father still in Bur- 
ma?” I nodded. He said, “Then you must look 
after your mother, beta. Take care of her. Till 
he comes back, she is your responsibility.” 

In the days that followed, I became aware of 
what he meant. Before my father went away I 
remembered my mother, at bedtime, coming in 


31 


CCO. In Public Domain. Sri Sri Anandamayee Ashram Collection, Varanasi 


Digitization by eGangotri and Sarayu Trust. Funding by MoE-IKS 


to kiss me on her way toa party, radiant, a rustle 
of scent and silk. Now she didn’t go to parties: 
after my nanny had put me to bed she would 
come in and sit for hours by my bed, talking in 
a wan vague way. She talked mainly about her 
own childhood, in a house on a hill above the 
sea, where my uncle now lived, and about her 
own parents, recently dead. Sometimes she 
brought the gramophone in and played it. Like 
a wilted flower, petalled by her sari, she sat by 
my bed, head bent, listening. One night, soon 
after my visit to Juhu, she played various negro 
spirituals. One of these had a chorus which 
went, “Don’t cry, ladies, don’t cry, sweet ladies.” 
As the voice on the disc moaned on, my mother 
actually did start to cry, the same soundless 
tears I had seen before. The pity I felt for the 
pickled foetuses, for ravaged Christ above my 
mother’s bed, came back to me: | couldn’t bear 
it, I sat up and said, “Don’t cry, Mummy. Why 
are you crying, Mummy? You're always crying 
now.” 

Then, to my utter astonishment, my mother 
slapped me. It was not a very hard slap, but she 
had never done it before, and I couldn’t under- 
stand it. I never understood it, till years later, 
with slow strokes on a bed, I first nailed ¿ wo- 
man to her cross. 


My father came back from the war. He was 
resplendent in a correspondent’s uniform: he 
brought with him a Gurkha kukri to hang like 
a moon on his study wall, a dented American 
Army helmet, and hundreds of presents. He had 
flown the Hump, and walked with Stilwell on 
the long retreat from Burma. He was unscrat- 
ched, intact: my mother became hysterically 
gay, and for days the flat was a roar of parties. 
During these parties my father would enter my 
bed-room every fifteen or twenty minutes, and, 
since the noise always kept me awake, would 
talk to me, stroke my hair, or read mea story. 
In this way he spent as much time with me as 
he did at the party. When he left me he would 
hold me hard against his shark-skin dinner jacket 
for a moment. My elbows bumped against the 
buttons, but I inhaled the delicious smell of 
cigars, whisky, aftershave with deep pleasure. 
Once I demanded, “Why do you come in so 
often, Daddy? Mummy only comes in at bed- 
time.” He said humbly, “I haven’t seen you for 
a long while, son, and I just want to make sure 


you're all right.” Ina curious, patronisin 
I felt touched. p cate 
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At this time we had five servants. Besides 
my nanny, there was a chauffeur, a cook, a 
bearer, and a hamal. The bearer, Ram, had been 
with my parents since their marriage. He was 
a dark young man from Cannanore, with frizzy 
hair and lips that were normally purple with 
betel. He and I got on very well; on my sixth 
birthday he presented me, for some reason, with 

a scholarly history of Napoleon’s campaigns. He 
sometimes took me for walks when my nanny 
didn’t feel like it. I was forbidden more than a 
certain number of sweets, but Ram occasionally 
smuggled extra ones to me in bed. I was very 
fond of him. 

One day, soon after my father’s return, there 

was uproar. My mother’s jewellery, which she 
kept.in a box on her dressing table, had vanish- 
ed. The police arrived, and searched the flat. 
They discovered a bracelet, tucked away under 
the pillow of the hamal, a shy boy from the 
country who had only recently been employed. 
The hamal was dragged,weeping, into my father’s 
study. My father was terrible, thunderous, in his 
wrath. So thunderous, he became unfamiliar, 
and I clutched his leg for reassurance, Staring at 
the smug khaki policemen, and the weeping boy 
on the floor. The kamal was shaking with terror: 
he crawled to my father’s feet and attempted to 
lay his head on them in supplication. My father 
hastily withdrew them, and stood looking down 
at him with a mixture of pity and the disgust I 
had already learnt goes with it. 

“Saheb, ” wept the hamal, “‘you are my father 
and my mother, don’t let the police take me 
away, I swear I have stolen nothing. Don’t let 
them take me away.” 

One of the policemen suggested gently, “If 
we take him now, sir, be sure that we will ex- 
tracta full confession. He may tell us where the 
jewellery is also. Won’t you, raper of your sis- 
ter?” he roared suddenly, and stepped hard on 
the hamal’s bare foot. 

This apparently decided my father. “You 
can go,” he told the hamal, “but get out at once, 
and don’t come back, or Ill call the police.” 

The hamal, sobbing still, fled: the policemen 
looked disappointed: my father offered the in- 
Spector a drink. I returned to my own room, 
where I met Ram. “Burra saheb is too kind,” 
he said, gravely wagging his head. “He let that 

devil go free with memsaheb’s jewellery. Any- 
one who steals from his employer should be 
Punished. Still, baba, that is not our concern, SO. 
let us go for a walk. There is a stall in the park 
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today selling sugarcane.” 

A Tew weeks later, my mother discovered 
that my nanny, who wasn’t married, was preg- 
nant. She also discovered that Ram was the 
father, and, further, that Ram and my nanny 
between them had stolen the jewellery, in order 
to have enough money to marry on. The flat 
shook with my father’s fury. Eventually, Ram 
brought back what he had stolen: he hadn’t yet 
sold it: and my nanny and he were sacked. I 
shut myself in my room, away from the angry 
voices, the repentant voices, the world. Present- 
ly there was a knock. I opened the door. Ram 
stood there, red-eyed, beside a pathetically small 
tin trunk which contained all his possessions. 

“Tam going now, baba, ” he said, “but I came 
to say goodbye. Perhaps when you are grown 
up I may see you, and we shall talk of when you 
were a little boy.” 

A sudden savage impulse seized me, and I 
said, “I don’t want to see you ever any more.” 

His face twitched, and before I could unsay 
it, he picked up his little trunk and went away. 

In my bed, in the depths of darkness, I asked 
myself for pardon. I had experienced a kind of 
vicarious satisfaction in the downfall of the 
hamal, because he was wicked and | wasn’t: and 
now it turned out the hamal wasn’t wicked at 
all. But I couldn’t believe that Ram was wicked 
really. I must be wicked instead, because I had 
thought wickedly about the hamal, and spoken 
wickedly to Ram. Who is ever guilty, who is ever 
innocent? In the dark familiar nursery I asked 
the question for the first time, but the twirled 
world spun in a galaxy of chirping stars, and did 
not answer. 


I had started to read a lot. The war was over, 
my father was at the office all day every day, 
except at the weekend. On Saturday he would 
take me to the Royal Asiatic Library. We 
climbed a long spiral of ringing marble stairs, 
with pallid marble busts of donors and founders 
in every alcove, to an immense room with racked 
books everywhere: it reeked of books, of old 
yellowing paper and type, and the dust books 
"make as they disintegrate. In the alleyways of 
the shelves | wandered about for hours, care- 
fully burrowing out the works of Edgar Rice 
Burroughs, Jeffrey Farnol, and Conan Doyle. 
After that we went to Cuffe Parade, on the 
seafront, where a bearded Moslem owned a small 
bookstall selling American comic books. These 
were in great demand by the servicemen then 
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infesting India. I delved amidst the glossy, 
coloured covers for Superman, Batman, Plastic 
Man and Wonder Woman. The comic books 
smelt quite different from the library books: 
they smelt shiny: with an armful of them I re- 
turned from the stall to the car, and we drove 
on to a restaurant called the -Parisian Dairy, 
where I drank a chocolate milkshake and ate 
two chicken sandwiches with quantities of mus- 
tard. My father meanwhile sipped a desultory 
cup of coffee and thoughtfully eyed the bar 
across the street. The boredom of his morning 
was perhaps increased by the fact that I never 
spoke, being deep in a book as I ate. This habit 
has persisted. 

One weekday at home, I was lying on the 
floor of my father’s study, reading, when my 
mother came in. I did not really see as much of 
her now as I used to. After the first euphoria 
that followed my father’s return, she had be- 
come pale, withdrawn, and unfriendly. She 
passed much of her day by herself, saying the 
rosary, and her appearance had changed. She 
had always been very spruce and quick: now her 
movements were slow, her glossy hair had be- 
come dull and untidy, and she seldom made up. 
I loved my mother, but a child’s wariness kept 
me away from this altered woman, and she made 
no approaches to me. 

My mother sat down and began to talk to 
me. She told me a long rambling story about a 
party she and my father had been to the pre- 
vious night. There they had been introduced to 
an American woman on a visit to Bombay. 
Though my father had pretended it was the first 
time he had met this woman, my mother said 
she had proof that he had known her for years. 
Indeed, she said, while my father had pretended 
to be in Burma, he had been with this woman 
in America. 

Even to a child with a vivid imagination, this 
sounded highly unlikely. Moreover, I now had 
a nervous feeling about my mother: for the first 
time, I had ceased to trust her. I shied like a 
green pony from the proposition she now put to 
me: that I should accompany her to the Ameri- 
can woman’s hotel, and plead with her to leave 
my father alone. “I don’t want to,” I said, and 
immediately aleap of fury came to my mother’s 
voice. I needn’t think, she said, that my father 
and I could plot against her. Whether I liked it 
or not, I was to come with her. : 

She herself had not made up, and her eyes 
and hair were alarming: but she now washed and 
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dressed and brushed me with jerky care. She 
polished me like an object: when I gleamed, she 
ordered the car, and we drove in silence to the 
Taj Mahal Hotel, by the seafront. I have never 
entered this hotel since, without feeling once 
more the pressure of apprehension that I felt 
then. . 
We went up to the American woman’s room. 
She opened the door, a tough handsome woman 
in her forties, smart in slacks. A swell of shame 
swamped me, and | attempted a retreat, but my 
mother’s hand was firm on my arm. 

“I want to speak to you,” she said in a high 
trembly voice, “about my husband.” 

The American woman looked very puzzled. 
However, she held the door open. “Do come 
in,” she said. “We met yesterday, didn’t we? 
Is this your little boy?” 

My mother did not answer, but in the same 
high, trembly voice launched into an intermin- 
able speech about my father’s misdeeds, while I 
trie@ot to hear. The American woman stared 
at her in amazement. When my mother paused 
for breath she said very kindly, “Look, honey, 
you're not well. Come sit down a moment, and 


have a cool drink. You wait here, sonny,” she 


said to me. “There’s some picture books in that 
shelf there. Don't worry, your Mommy’s fine.” 
She led my mother into the verandah. | 


stood in the middle of acres of carpet, my fists . 


clenched, listening to the indecipherable trem- 
bly tones of my mother and the kind voice of 
the American. It seemed hours before the ver- 
andah door opened and they returned. To my 
horror, my mother was crying. She didn’t say 
goodbye, but seized my hand, pushed me through 
the door, and so downstairs, through a crowded 
lobby that paused and stared, to the car. 
On the way home she dried her eyes, and, 
inexplicably, became her old self. 
“What a silly ass your Mummy is,” she said. 
“Isn't she?” 
“Yes,” I said coldly. 
“Shall we stop for some ice-cream on the 
way?” 
“No, thank you.” 
When we got home my mother went into 
her bedroom. | returned to my father’s study, 


lay down on the floor, and went on reading 
Batman. 


My imagination, naturally vivid, was fired and 
flowered by anything I read. I found that-what 
was actually in a book was not enough for me. 
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I wanted to extend the myth of the book into 
my own mind, to create new situations for the 
characters of the book. I told myself stories, 
therefore, based on the characters I had just read 
about: Tarzan, Black Bartlemy, Sherlock Holmes, 
Allan Quartermain, etc. At first 1 simply told 
myself these stories in bed: then I began to do 
it walking up and down my bedroom: finally I 
wandered through the flat, murmuring to myself, 
and gesturing fiercely with my hands as the ten- 
sion of the plot mounted. My father and his 
friends, sitting on the verandah, often watched 
astounded, as I slowly paced the drawing-room, 
mouthing and flapping my hands. My father 
was already worried about my mother’s mental 
health: he now began to worry about mine. 

“You ought to be with more boys of your 
own age,” he said tersely one day, and sent me 
to school. 

It was a Catholic prep. school, called Cam- 
pion School, sited on the far side of the park. 
Though I was eight years old, and it was scarcely 
half a mile off, I was carefully driven there by 
the chauffeur every morning, and driven back 
every evening. At lunchtime, moreover, he de- 
livered my lunch, and when I had finished, 
wrapped it all up and took it home. Few of the 
other boys received such excessive attentions, 
and I was not unnaturally very unpopular. 

This did not greatly worry me, since con- 

trary to the expectations of my father I had not . 
the slightest desire to have friends of my own 
age. A beastly little boy, I sat apart from the 
others at break, reading. This did not endear 
me to my classmates, but did to the Jesuits who 
ran the place. They cited me, in class. as an ex- 
ample to the others. So did our teacher, Miss 
James, a young Scotswoman, very pretty as I 
remember, with red hair and freckles. This 
pleased me more than secular praise, and I be- 
camemuch attached to her. She smelt of flowers, 
as my mother used to do, but affected me ina 
different way from my mother: Miss James’s 
sturdy Scottish brogues trod on my dreams and 
in the stories I told myself she and I were now 
the main characters. I constantly rescued her 
from fire, flood, and murderers. She rewarded 
me, chastely, with kisses on the cheek. 

My affection must have showed: Miss James 
started to lend me books, and Once, to my joy, 
took me shopping with her. Then, one day, 
rather fo my annoyance, the small son of a 
family friend joined the class. He was occa- 
sionally brought to our flat by his parents, and 
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then I became an unwilling host: so also in 
school. I was supposed to introduce him to the 
other boys: since I knew none of them, this was 
difficult: but Ashok was himself a friendly, gre- 
garious person, and, to my even greater anno- 
yance, made friends with them all, and then 
introduced them to me. Gradually, I began to 
like some of them, and eventually I became a 
fairly accepted member of the class. 

After Ashok had been in school a few weeks, 
he took me aside one break and whispered mys- 
teriously, “I found something out yesterday.” 

“What?” 

“Do you remember I dropped my rubber 
and went to pick it up? It fell just in front of 
Miss’s desk. When I bent to pick it up I saw 
right up her skirt.” 

I assumed my disdainful look, but felt cu- 
riously interested. 

“Tve told all the others in the front row,” 
whispered Ashok, “so they’re all going to do it. 
You do it too.” 

“Why should 1?” 

I knew, however, that I wanted to. Ashok’s 
giggle at my query only confirmed my know- 
ledge. “All right,” I said, with an air of boredom, 
“I will if you like.” 

From that day on a rain of rubbers fell at 
the foot of Miss James’s desk. There was scarce- 
ly a moment when some small boy wasn’t root- 
ing about on the floor at her feet, while the 
rest giggled ostentatiously. Miss James was ob- 
viously puzzled: she wrinkled her pretty brow. 
One day she asked me why we were all so 

: frequently convulsed with mirth. 

I wouldn’t tell her. Indeed, I now avoided 
all contact with her outside class hours, and 
fled if she approached me during break. I don’t 
think she understood the change in me at all. 
I am not sure if I entirely understood it myself. 
Being now at school all day, I didn’t see as 
much of my mother as before, and was there- 
fore surprised afresh each time I saw her. She 


That was an innocent country, 
Warlock and dwarf, the hairy forest, dragons 
Somewhere there, they said . . . 

i “That Was” from A BEGINNING (1957) 


HE WEEKS BEFORE we left for Colom- 

bo were a confusion of parties. At the 

office party my father was presented with a sil- 
ver salver: I touched its smooth surface, bemused 
by the unfamiliar. So much was unfamiliar: 
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had become ravaged and dishevelled, with the 
indefinable terrifying look of madness. She lock- 
ed herself away in her bedroom for hours, but 
would suddenly erupt from it in causeless fury, 
shrieking words I had not known she knew. 
Doctors began to appear in the flat, sepulchral 
and whispery. One recommended a change of 
scene. 

“How would you like to go to Ceylon?” my 
father asked me. “The Times of Ceylon want 
me to be Editor. We'd have to live in Colombo.” 

“I don’t mind,” I said. 

“ll have to tell your mother,” said my 
father a little wearily. Apparently, that evening, 
he did. The first I knew about it was an ex- 
plosive crash which brought me flying into the 
drawing room. My mother had just smashed a 
decanter on the wall. She emitted a curious 
batlike shriek and rushed past me into the hall, 
where she smashed a picture. My father and I 
followed her into the bedroom in time to see 
her reach up to the tall plaster Christ in his 
niche on the wall. He had not moved from there 
within my memory, but now my mother lifted 
him down and with a careful and deliberate 
sweep of the arm smashed him against the wall. 
I was dumb-struck. At this moment the phone 
went. My mother rushed to it. My father ob- 
viously thought she was about to break that as 
well, and went after her, but she picked it up 
quite decorously and said calmly into it, “Hullo. 
Oh, it’s Gladys.” (Her sister.) “Darling, how are 
you. I’ve got a wonderful bit of news. Frank’s 
just told me we’re going to live in Ceylon.” 

On the floor of the bedroom Christ lay 
broken. I had always known he was plaster, 
and could break, but not that his intestines 
were straw, and bits of old newspaper. They 
spilled out through his breached belly, as his 
brain, a hard roll of paper, dropped from his 
fractured skull. I stared in wonder, as though at 
a real crucifixion. In some mysterious way, this 
was the end of one part of my life. 


daily my home melted away where I stood. 
Chairs, tables, cupboards, that had stood in their 
places, gentle and solid, since I had been born, 
were lifted from around me by strangers, and 
bedded in straw in huge plywood cases. Lids 
came down on the cases, in a thunder of ham- 
mers, a strange wood smell filled the flat. On 
the fitted carpets where our furniture had stood, 
there were paler patches rimmed with dust: and 
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eventually the carpets rose like spectres, reveal- 
ing stone floors 1 had never known were there, 
floors with the odour of absence. 

We left one evening, the servants bowing and 
weeping on the pavement as we climbed into 
the car and were driven to the station. None of 

them had wanted to come with us to Ceylon, so 

my father had employed two men who did: a 
bearer, Vincent, and a driver, Kutthalingam. 
They were with us in the car, Kutthalingam 
driving. I had not met them before, and their 
presence underlined the strangeness of departure 
that I felt. The night smelt as always, of talcum 
powder and the sea. 

In the station there was a noise and smell of 
people, and of trains. The trains shrieked wild- 
ly and rushed into darkness: a spatter of sparks, 
receding like an alley of stars. Numbers of people 
had come to see us off: they all shook hands 
with me, the women in sudden downpours of 
scent stooped to kiss me: they talked incessantly: 
hours seemed to pass like this. Then we climbed 
into a small compartment filled with the sullen 
buzz of air conditioners, like climbing into a 
cold bath from the moist heat of the platform. 
The train snorted, shook, plunged forward, 
shaking off the station and the cloudy waving 
hands and smiling faces, and the night started to 
pass the window. Soon we clattered over a 
bridge, a glycerine sea gleaming below us. My 
father said, “We're leaving Bombay.” 

After this I settled back in my seat and start- 

ed to read my comic books. My parents sat 
opposite, talking in low voices. Presently the 
steward came in with dinner, shepherded by 
Vincent. Vincent was a skinny smiling young 
man with black hair that smelt of brilliantine, 
and a small moustache. “The arrangements in 
this train aren’t very good,” he told my father. 
“They only had mutton curry in the restaurant 
car. It was bad curry, sir, so I myself with my 
own hands made three omelettes in the kitchen.” 
I decided I didn’t like him, but the omelettes 
were delicious and runny. 

Later Vincent came in once more, and made 
the bunks up. I slept up on top, the sway of the 
train rolling me gently from one side to another, 
like being suspended in a cloud. The lights- 
blinked off, and in the smell and Sway of the 
train I eventually fell asleep. 

Vincent awoke me with a tray. He placed it 
neatly across my knees, and said, “Nice break- 
fast, baba. Rissoles, I made them myself, with 
my own hands.” I did not reply. When I had 
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finished the rissoles, which were excellent, | 
climbed down to find my father reading the 
papers and my mother varnishing her nails. Ex- 
cept that this wasin a train, not in their bedroom 
in Bombay, and that the plaster Christ I knew 
was irretrievably broken, it was like earlier days, 
I looked out of the window at a curious new 
world. 

To get to Ceylon from Bombay by train, at 
least then, one had to travel down to Dhanush- 
kodi, at the extreme southern tip of India, before 
crossing the short sea. The landscape grew pro- 
gressively drier: it stretched vastly out as the 
train rippled by, but that first morning the earth 
was black, with patches of lustrous bushes and 
trees, and fields where peasants worked, clad in 
bright colours: and by evening the earth was red, 
with an occasional stunted tree; black, loincloth- 
ed men, skimpy as ants, pecked at it with sad 
scythes. As the train roared south, too, the heat 

increased: to step from our compartment into 
the corridor was scalding, incendiary. Windows 
notwithstanding, all day first black dust, then 
red, covered the seats of the compartment, 
making my fingers and eyes gritty and uncom- 
fortable. From time to time curious faces were 
pressed to our window, as the train rumbled and 
hammered dustily south: my parents appeared 
to ignore them, and I had a feeling that I was 
dreaming these brown, inquisitive faces, covered 
in black and red dust like the faces of clowns. 
Only when I climbed out to stretch my legs with 
my father at some wayside halt did I discover 
that the entire external length of the train, like 
a dead snake infested by ants, was swarmed over 
by people who stood on the foot-boards as it 
moved, clinging to any appreciable protuberance, 
or to each other. At the halts occasional railway 
officials would brush a few of them off: but 
they only climbed on again further down the 
train. “They can’t afford to buy tickets,” my 
father said. 

The wayside halts were usually small, dusty 
stations lonely in a waste of fields, or adjacent 
to some decrepit village: the third-class travellers 
and those who clung ant-like to the train-skin 
would rush across the platform to the solitary 
water tap: dirty trickles coiled through the dust. 
One palm tree standing, dishevelled, with open 
wings, against a dying red sky: and like the harsh 
voices of birds, the voices of the passengers 
calling. 

In the large stations, there was always tur- 
moil: great masses of people ran aimlessly first 
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one way, then another, carrying bundles and tin 
trunks: they cried out constantly, as though in 
pain, and the faces of the women clutching 
children showed an imbecile terror. At these 
stations Vincent and Kutthalingam stood guard 
at the compartment door, preventing anyone 
from entering. On all sides whiteclad, hysterical 
people pressed against them, shrieking their need 
for space: but “This isa reserved compartment,” 
said Vincent in the black earth area of the north 
in Hindi, and Kutthalingam in the red earth area 
of the south in Tamil. At one point I asked my 
father why we couldn’t let some of these people 
in: he replied, with one of his stern looks, “Don’t 
be silly.” 3 

Vincent was always there: with meals, with 
iced water with fruit, with beer for my father. 
He was wearing a suit of some sort: “Excuse me, 
sir and madam,” he would say at every entry, 
“that I am not in my proper uniform.” Kut- 
thalingam, less decorous, had donned the cos- 

, tume of the south, his own territory, a vest and 
sarong, and instead of perching in one of the 
wicker chairs that Vincent had set up in the ser- 
vant’s alcove by the compartment, sat phlegmati- 
cally and comfortably, cross-legged in a heap of 
his bedding. 

Dust, and bottles of iced water, and as the 
train pounded further and further south, bottles 
of warm water: Vincent in his suit fetching 
meals, Kutthalingam fat and happy in his accus- 
tomed clothes: the little spaniel puppy I had 
recently acquired whining and nosing my hand: 
then at last the sea, vividly blue, under the bull- 
nose of a ship, and gulls racing like scraps of 
blown paper over green palm-spiked headlands 
and white beaches spread out like drying wash- 
ing. It was the end of the first of my journeys. 
We had come to Colombo. 


Slowly the rain slipped down the hotel window, 
and my mother clasped her head in her hands 
as though it were someone else’s, and filtered 
tears through her fingers. 

Her head in fact did look like someone else’s: 
her sleek black hair wisped out untidily, a pecu- 
liar dead colour, on every side: her face had 
become shrunken and waxy. She scarcely ever 
spoke. Cooped up with her in the hotel suite 
while my father was at his new office, I wander- 
ed around her as round some obelisk in the 
desert, or sat moodily trying to read. I did not 
know what to do. 

My father was trying to find a house: mean- 
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while we were staying in an expensive and ugly 
red brick hotel by the sea. A long sweep of 
polished turf ran down from the hotel to the 
ugly House of Parliament, also in red brick, 
opposite. 

Things were splendid when we first arrived. 
Green Colombo was spread out for our inspec- 
tion, under a hot and clammy blue sky: the 
sea beat its drums beside the hotel, brilliant 
birds spired out of violently coloured trees. My 
spaniel, Kumar, had to be boarded out with 
friends, and the servants were living in a hostel 
nearby. These were minor sorrows, for a week. 

During this time my mother was gay, witty, 
her old self: swathed in peacock saris of shot 
silk, she departed with my father to parties in 
the evening: in the morning she put on slacks, 
and we all walked by the sea. One day, how- 
ever, as we Started on our walk, one of the hotel 
servants came up and advised us to take an um- 
brella. “Monsoon he break very sudden in 
Colombo, master,” he said. “He break today, 
I can smell him.” My father looked up at the 
sky, and laughed. 

But by the time we had reached the far end 
of the green, quite a considerable distance, little 
rags of wind were shipping up from the sea: 
large grey waves raised hostile heads over the 
seawall, and dark clouds obscured the sky. “‘Let’s 
turn back,” said my father. As he spoke, a gun 
of thunder thumped dully overhead, and the 
rain swept in from the sea, a loud barbarous 
rain, so thick in its fall as to obscure vision. 
We stumbled through it towards the hotel. 
Somewhere on the way my mother lost a sandal. 
When we got back all three of us were like 


_ waterfalls walking. My father and I laughed 


when we looked at ourselves in the mirror. 

Then we discovered my mother was in tears, 
and nothing we could do could stop these tears. 
They rippled on like the rain. Finally, through 
them, she said dully to us, “You’ve humiliated 
me in a Strange country.” Then she went on 
crying. From time to time, in the same leaden, 
uninterested way, she would repeat her remark. 

Since then she had been like that nearly all 
the time. My father as yet knew nobody in 
Ceylon who could stay with her, and did not 
want to leave her alone. Equally, he did not 
want me to be with her all day, but there was 
no alternative. “She'll be better when we get a 
house,” said my father hopefully. 

Meanwhile, slowly the rain slipped down the 
hotel window, and my mother clasped her head 
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in her hands as though it were someone else’s. 


We found a house. It was a whitewashed modem 
house in a fairly fashionable part of town: in 
the garden the grass was as fat as butter, and 
sunbursts of flowers made the air heavy. Ceylon 
is almost on the equator, and the garden soil 
was so rich, so blackly fertile, that if one dropped 
a seed, a shoot would rise within hours. Rather 
inappropriately in these green ferocious en- 
virons, the house was called “Salcombe”. : 

Here the huge plywood cases that had fol- 
lowed us from India found their last home: 
they were split open, and books, furniture, 

crockery lifted out, only distantly familiar now, 
and found new positions. The servants were 
installed, Kumar was reclaimed,and we moved in. 

My mother took no interest in the house, 

or indeed in anything else. She stayed in her 
room and cried impossible reservoirs of tears. 
Streams of doctors appeared once more. They 
recommended that my mother return to India. 
This seemed rather foolish: my father summon- 
ed some of her relatives, and they strove without 
success to penetrate her veils of tears and silence. 
To me she was now an utter stranger: I break- 
fasted and dined with my father, but while he 
was at the office lunched alone, ministered to 
by Vincent. To him and Kutthalingam I turned 
increasingly in the time when my father was 
at work. 

Kutthalingam sometimes, when his duties 
permitted, took me for drives around Colombo. 
He was a plump, kindly man, very black, with a 
pug face and a little grey moustache, and had 
seven children of his own in India. He told me 
about them. “The eldest be damn rascals, baba. 
But the young-young ones, they be good. When 
you be old, be good to your Daddy and Mum- 
my. Very bad otherwise.” He was proud of his 
knowledge of Colombo, he had driven for a 
planter in Ceylon for twenty years before the 
war. He took me to the parks and the ZOO, and 
showed me the big shops. Once he drove me to 

Negombo, a beach outside Colombo, and watch- 
ed with pleasure as I lunched off what I still 
think were the best crabs I have ever eaten. He 
himself wouldn’t have any. “Master not liking 
if I eat at same-same table as baba,” he said 
undemocratically. “Also,” he added, “I not 
liking crabs.” 

He was puzzled by my mother, and worried 
by her. “Why she no take some air?” he de- 
manded of me. “No good for health, if you 
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taking no air.” One day, to my dismay, as we 
were about to drive off on an excursion to 
Mount Lavinia, another nearby beach, he switch- 
ed the engine off and said with determination, 
“I going ask your Mummy to come.” I tried to 
dissuade him, but he marched upstairs and tap- 
ped my mother’s door. Very gently, he began to 
wheedle her out. “It be fine place, memsaheb, ” 
he said. “Lovely beach there, hotel, every- 
thing . . . you come take one look, if you not 
liking I bringing you straight home.” 

To my amazement, my mother consented. 
Pallid, dishevelled, her eyes red with weeping, 
her hair straggling and lank, she came stiffly 
downstairs and got in the car. We drove off. 
All.the way to Mount Lavinia Kutthalingam 
pointed out places of interest, and my mother 
listened, and even asked questions. 

The beach at Mount Lavinia twined like a 
white ribbon through explosively vivid trees: a 
dazzling blue sea shone and lifted beside it. My 
motherand I walked rather desultorily down the 
beach, Kutthalingam following at a respectful 
distance, then we went back to the smart tourist 
hotel on the headland for a lemonade. The 
lounge of the hotel was full of Americans who 
looked as if they had just climbed off Rocke- 
feller’s yacht. My mother wisped through them 
like a ghost, and reluctantly I followed her. I 
knew I was ashamed to be seen with her, and 
did not want to be ashamed. However, at eight 
years old, my mother’s pallid unkemptness 
seemed to me a deliberate attempt to embarrass 
my father and me, which I hated and did not 

_understand. To make matters worse, it transpired 

that she had not brought out any money, so 
Kutthalingam had to pay for us. But he was 
obviously delighted by the fact that my mother 
had come with us, and “taken some air”. He 
beamed as he opened the car door for us, but 
his smile faded as my mother, having got in, 
began to weep. 

We belted back on the open road to Colom- | 
bo. Kutthalingam still made attempts to point — 
out beauty spots, but my mother wept on in 
silence. Then, suddenly, as we swept round 4 
curve above the sea, she lurched forward, grab- 
bed the door handle, and wrenched it open. A 
great fist of wind reached into the car, and 
seemed to draw her with it. She made to jump 
out. 

Kutthalingam, while I sat paralysed, slammed 
the brakes on. With his right hand he reache 
over and pulled my mother back, with his left 
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he dragged the car out of a swirling spin that 
took it to the edge of the cliff. I came out of 
my paralysis and shut the door. 

“Memsaheb, whyfore you do that?” Kuttha- 
lingam cried. He was still grasping her arm. My 
mother did not reply for a second. Then she 
raked his hand with her nails, ànd an absurd 
tremulous scream burst from her. 

“Take your hands off me you black swine.” 

Kutthalingam took his hand off her arm very 
quickly, and put it back on the wheel. We drove 
home very slowly and in utter silence. 

A few days later Kutthalingam took me back 
to Mount Lavinia. We walked on the beach, and 
in the deep azure pools amidst the rocks I dis- 
covered an immense number of small, incredibly 
beautiful fish. They were all in gay paintbox 
colours, almost unnaturally brilliant: and wove 
in and out of the wreathed weed, flickers of 
peacock blue, turquoise, vermilion, rose mad- 


der. I was enchanted. Kutthalingam fetched me ° 


a bottle, and very carefully 1 scooped a few fish 
into the bottle, put some weed in the water, 
and returned to the car. 

But as we drove home, and | peered at the 
bottle and cradled it in my hands, one by one 
the beautiful fish, milling in the water, lost their 
brilliance. The colours died like sunset on their 
scales, and then they died, floating belly up- 
ward to the surface, ugly, whitish little corpses. 
Only one remained alive when we reached home, 


and within a few minutes that too was dead. — 


My mother was not silent and tearful any more. 
She had suddenly started to have astonishing 
fits of fury. They exploded at any time, and 
for no reason: I would hear that terrible banshee- 
like scream, and the crash of thrown objects. 
Vincent, the driver, the other servants, and most 
of all my father, suffered these furies, but I was 
immune. For some reason, however, she decided 
that I should witness it all: wherever I was, she 
would at some point rush in, shrieking, breaking 
china, her hair standing up around her head 
like a fright wig, her eyes rolling. Visitors no 
longer came to the house, the servants lived in 
terror, and I myself became so nervous that 
any noise made. me jump. The doctors pre- 
scribed sedatives for my mother but they ap- 
peared to have no effect. f 

My father, meanwhile, was in a quandary. 
For some reason I cannot remember, there was 
no place for me in a day school, and he didn’t 
want me to be a boarder. But he didn’t want to 
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leave me with my mother. What he did, there- 
fore, was to take me with him to his office, in 


‘order to keep me out of my mother’s way. 


This involved a great deal of planning. My 
mother had become inordinately possessive to- 
wards me, and when not throwing fits was 
constantly (to my dismay) with me. She object- 
ed violently if I went for a walk with Kumar: 
I must stay indoors, she said, there were people 
who wanted to kidnap me. When, therefore, 
my father first tried to take me to the office 
with him, my mother produced so violent a 
scene as to decide him that my removal could 
only be effected if she didn’t know. 

This meant that every morning Vincent had 
to keep watch on my mother, while my father 
sat outside in the car. As soon as the coast was 
clear, Vincent sent me rapidly downstairs and 
out, Kutthalingam started the car, and we shot 
off. We later had to change this plan, because 
my mother started to watch until my father 
had actually left. What then happened was that 
Kutthalingam parked a little way up the road, 
and at a favourable moment I slipped out of 
the house and joined them. : 

I must have been a considerable embarrass- 
ment to my father. I sat in his office all day 
reading, while his staff, his contributors, and his 
proprietors came in and out. Eventually, I sup- 
pose, people found out the reason why I was 
always there, but I am told it caused a great deal 
of comment, not unnaturally, at the time. 

I didn’t worry. I loved to read, I loved to be 
with my father, now the only parent I could 
trust, and after home the busy office seemed 
like a rest camp. Moreover, | particularly liked 
lunchtime. We lunched always in one of the 
large hotels, and my father always allowed me 
to choose what I wanted. I discovered that 
restaurant food tasted better than food at home, 
and, chomping some leathery chop, would exult 
in the knowledge that the idea of it had ori- 
ginated in my mind, been transmitted by me 
through the waiter to the chef, and by the chef 
through the waiter back to me. 

My days with my father, however, produced 
an unfortunate effect on my mother. She had 
previously believed that she was protecting her- 
self and me against a world that sought to entrap 
us both. Since I obviously accompanied my 
father from choice, she had apparently started 
to believe that the other side had corrupted me. 
Her tirades now included me. 

One morning my mother discovered me get- 


i 41 


CCO. In Public Domain. Sri Sri Anandamayee Ashram Collection, Varanasi 


ting into the car with my father. A hysterical 

scene followed, at the end of which I stayed, 

Nervous and sulky, at home. My mother was 

in a very excitable mood. I locked myself in 
my room, and listened as she rushed about the 
rest of the house, screaming at the servants. 
Then she started to throw things. I had, even 
then, a great respect for objects. A glass, an 
ash-tray, any shaped object, seemed 10 me in- 
tact, like a person, and inviolate. To see or hear 
them hurled about, abused, angered me. I un- 
locked my door and went down, discovered my 
mother about to throw a small bronze statue 
through a window and caught her arm. 

Her reaction was very rapid. She wrenched 
free, then deliberately threw the bronze through 
the window, in a crash and tinkle of glass, then 
rushed out of the room. A moment later she 
reappeared, with a large kitchen knife in her 
hand. She came at me with it, like something 
out of a nightmare. I dodged rapidly round her, 
raced upstairs to my room, and locked the door. 
A moment later my mother started to hammer 
at it, ordering me, in a hoarse shout, to open it. 
l wouldn't. Meanwhile Vincent ran upstairs, and 
I heard a scuffle outside the door, then silence. 

Vincent had tried to take the knife away 
from my mother, received a cut on the hand, 
and gone to telephone my father. My mother 
had retired to her room and locked herself in. 
In my own locked room J sat in the vast silence, 
trying with shaking hands to read a book. Final- 
ly I heard my father’s voice at my door, and 
opened it. He stood there, very grave, and put 
his arm round me. The staircase was crowded 
with people in white coats. 

“Come on,” my father said quietly with his 
arm round me, my head pressed with comforting 
discomfort against the buttons of his suit, “let's 
go to the office.” 

We went downstairs. As we reached the front 
door, there was an outcry, and my mother came 

. Tushing after us, hair and eyes wild. “You're not 
to go out,” she shrieked at me, “you're not 
to go out.” 

The doctor, with two women in white, was 
behind her. He gave a resigned little shrug, and 
nodded to the women. They moved efficiently 
forward and pinioned my mother’s arms. My 
father swept me out into the car. 

As Kutthalingam was about to Start it, my 
mother appeared at the front door. Both her 
arms were held, and she was Struggling violently, 
so that she appeared to be on a cross. In her 
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eyes was terror and a sort of sanity. Her eyes 
met my father’s, and she called in a voice like 
her old loved voice, “Help me, Frank, help me.” 

My father’s face went grey. He leant forward 
and said to Kutthalingam, in almost a shout, 
“Drive to the office.” ‘ 


The house was now full of nurses. They stood 
like policewomen outside the door of my 
mother’s room, where she lay under heavy seda- 
tion. The doctors made daily visits. They re- 
commended that my father authorise electric. 
shock treatment. At this time the treatment was 
very new, at least in Asia: my father telephoned 
my mother’s relatives in Bombay, and presently 
they: flew in to Colombo, and made the house 
even more crowded than it already was. There 
were long family conferences as to whether or 
not my mother should be given the treatment, 
but it was eventually decided that she should. 

During all this, I spent a great deal of time in 


“Vincent's pantry. Like Kutthalingam, he had 


children in India, and he knew how to entertain 
them. He told me folk tales from Mangalore, 
his birthplace, and sang me small birdlike songs. 
We frequently groomed Kumar, Vincent whistled 
between his teeth as he brushed the thick golden 
Coat, and once remarked, “He'll be a champion 
if we put him in the dog show.” I inquired if 
he really thought so. “Oh, yes,” said Vincent. 
“When your Mummy’s better, we’ll put him in 
for it, and you'll see.” 

As a result of this, the dog show was much | 
more on my mind than my mother, whom in 
any case I scarcely saw nowadays, when one 
day my father told me that she was to receive 
her treatment that evening. “I want you,” he 
said, “to go and spend the evening at Negombo 
with Kutthalingam and Vincent.” In the mon- 
Strous way of children, I was delighted. That 
evening my aunts and uncles arrived; the doctors 
came, and brought Complicated boxes of ap- 
Paratus with them: for some reason, the treat- 
si was to be done at home. The doctors set 
fa A trestle, like a coffin, in the study, next 
Een) nes cobwebs of wires filled 
fat aos say to leave for Negombo when my 

» “Ooking very worried d told 
me that my moth , Came up an 
€r refused to have any treat- 


said. * ett aa there. “Pm sorry, son,” he 
h nt you 5 - 
you'll have to” Th to stay, but I’m afraid 


IS upse A > 
owever, I sat dow pset me considerably 


n with an uncle and aunt 
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and began to tell him about my hopes for the 
dog show. He listened inattentively, and present- 
ly started up: the nurses had led my mother 
pallid and wild-eyed, into the room. i 

I was terrified of my mother, and I resented 
her: she had stopped my evening out. To the 
natural cruelty of a child I had added an adult 
sophistication, through being so much with 
adults. As my mother started across the room 
towards me, I turned to the aunt on my far side 
and continued my disquisition on the dog show. 
She said indignantly, “How can you talk about 
dogs when your mother’s ill?” and in an odd 
hysterical jerk, not even knowing I knew the 
words, I said, “Because my mother’s a poisonous 
bitch.” There was a frozen silence, and when I 
looked up I saw the doctors leading my mother 
away, to the coffin-like trestle in the study. 

There was a lot of rustling and whispering, 
flexing of wires, creaking, as, unseen, they laid 
my mother on the trestle. Eventually, all the 
lights went out. The creaking and rustling went 
on in the darkness. Then a loud lilting Ceylonese 
voice said, “Are you ready, Doctor?” and an- 
other voice said, “Yes, ready.” 


Then came an extraordinary crashing whistle, _ 


and with it, raised jerkily in ululation, a voice 
I knew must be my mother’s. Without any pause 
for breath, this ululation went on. It went on 
and on, then stopped, and the lights went up. 

Everyone was very breathless and shaky. 
Later I was allowed into the room where my 
mother lay wanly amongst pillows. She looked 
very small. She blinked up at.me, then said in 
a whispery but natural voice, “Oh, darling, how 
nice to see you,” and | wept. 


Of course, it didn’t work. My mother became 
less violent, but she also became more hazy- 
The consultants consulted, not for the first 
time, and recommended that my father try 
insulin treatment. This could only be obtained 
in Bombay. So my father sent my mother back 
to Bombay, and I entered Kumar for the dog 
show. 

For days before the show started Vincent 
and J attempted to instruct Kumar in the rudi- 
ments of: obedience. Though he was a gentle as 
well as a handsome animal, with the melancholy 
ears and eyes of his breed, he was unused to the 
idea of going to heel, or of sitting Or lying down 
when being told to. | therefore felt rather un- 
confident about the whole affair, but Vincent 


was adamant. “Of course he will win,” he said. ~ 
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“He is an Indian dog, none of your Ceylonese 
pariahs.” 

On the day, we drove out to the park where 
the show was held. Kumar, burnished and beau- 
tiful, was carried from the car by Kutthalingam, 
so that he shouldn’t muddy his paws. We watch- 
ed flotillas of pedigree dogs, all unremittingly 
obedient, performing: then my name was called 
for the Novice Exhibitors class. “Remember,” 
hissed Vincent, “if he won't sit when you tell 
him, kick his backside.” With this advice in my 
ears | advanced into the ring with Kumar. There 
were about twenty other nervous young people, 
each with a dog. We shuffled dustily round in a 
circle, while a megaphone blared and the crowd 
pressed closely in on the ringside. Then each of 
us had to take his dog round alone. Kumar, for- 
tunately, ambled around without accident. 
“snabash, baba,” beamed Kutthalingam, as | 


moved into line with the others. He was stand- 


ing close behind me, so was Vincent. 

The judges started to move down the line. 
The owners were supposed to make their dogs 
sit, and let the judges examine their teeth. My 
terror increased as they advanced towards me. 
Finally, they reached me, offered me kindly 
smiles, and asked me to make my dog sit. 

“sit,” I croaked. Kumar yawned and wagged 
his tail. “Sit,” I repeated. He didn’t sit. At that 
moment wily Vincent, from the close press be- 
hind me, shot out a foot and brought it down 
hard on Kumar’s hindquarters. Kumar yelped, 
but sat. The judges examined his teeth. Five 
minutes later the megaphone announced that 
Į was the best novice exhibitor. 

Emboldened by this, Kumar and I went on, 
and he won the prize for the best novice exhibit 
and the best maiden exhibit. Clinking with cups 
and rosettes, the car rolled back through the 
cool, flowered evening to “Salcombe”. 

“What did I ‘tell you?” exulted Vincent, 
fingering the cups. “I told you we would win.” 

“But in the first competition, it was you 
who made Kumar sit. That wasn’t fair.” 

“Fair, what is fair?” answered Vincent. “The 
only thing is to win.” 

“Yes, yes, you speak true,” said Kutthalin- 
gam. “What is fair?” 

This was not as my father had endeavoured 
to teach me, but I accepted it. 


Now. that the house was at peace, I did what I 
had always done, read all day. | read children’s 
books, by Arthur Ransome and Hugh Lofting, 
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and even by Enid Blyton, but I also read adult 
novels, memoirs, and political books from my 
father’s library. In his library I also came upon 
Swinburne, and those thunderous rocking-horse 
lines intoxicated me. Sometimes I tried to write 
poems like this, but could never make the words 
fit into the lines, though I rhymed in a fairly 
facile way. However, I wrote a biography, six 
pages long, misleadingly titled “The Epic of 
Gandhi”, and in a hideously twee way wrote 
and edited a weekly magazine on the affairs of 
the household, which I presented to my father 
every Friday morning. 

Vincent did not approve of all this, “You,” 
he said sagely. “are a boy. Boys should play 
„games. I shall buy you a football.” 

He bought me a football, but his efforts to 
instruct me proved wholly abortive. He there- 
fore made me a fishing rod. “Go and fish,” he 
said. 

“But where?” 

“Kutthalingam will drive you to Mount La- 
vinia. Fish in the rock pools.” 

“But the fish in the rock pools die if you 
take them out.” 

“They are supposed to die,” said Vincent, 
exasperated. 

“Well, I don’t want them to.” 

“Toba, toba! O my Lord Jesus!” said Chris- 
tian Vincent, and made me a fishing net. 


For a short while in Ceylon I wasa happy child. 
Letters arrived weekly from my mother, but 
these irritated and confused me. They offered 


me a responsibility of love that I did not want 
to accept. Around me were the responsibilities 
I had chosen. Besides Kumar, I had now acquired 
a mournful liver and white spaniel bitch Called 
Judy. They had produced a litter of handsome 
puppies which were inexplicably black. Racked 
along the wall were the books I had collected, 
my library. In the verandah outside my room 
was a long, roomy mesh cage in which I bred 
budgerigars: at morning I woke to their Soft, 
interested lisping, as the sun rose. In the veran- 
dah also were tanks which contained butterfly- 
shaped Angel Fish, and Siamese Fighters, green 
and purple, like torpedoes with veils. I knew 
the nature and habits of every one of my birds, 
animals, and fish. I did not want to leave them. 
My father used to take me to the local amateur 
theatre now and then. One February night, we 
were about to set off when the telephone chirp- 
ed insistently. “It’s the office,” Vincent said. 
My father went to the phone. When he came 
back, he was taking his dinner jacket off. “We’ll 
have to cancel the theatre,” he told me. 

“Why?” 

“Gandhi's dead,” said my father. “Someone 
shot him.” 

I couldn’t believe it. The name was part of 
my childhood mythology. What the name meant. 
was more than the little. kind man I had once 
met at Juhu, and I mourned the name and the 
man as separate things, 

My father, who enjoyed practising his edi- 


torial Phrases on me, said, “It’s the end of an 
era. 


———— 


But even then I was as cold as Stone 
Sinking among the ripples of the crowd 
And now all my desire is to atone 


For an unfriendly springtime, webbed in cloud. 
“Autobiography” from A BEGINNING (1957) 


I lived my 
own life. In the trim suburban house 
whose garden it was, my mother lived hers With 


i i ment slipped 
into the garden with an armful] of books, ies 
ole of which 


On this plat- 
form, the rough bark pressed to my R 


lay all day and read. 
Ceylon was all over. My mother’s Ww 
letters had been supplemented by letters 
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| said a tearful goodbye, but my tears stopped 
once we were in the plane. It was the first time 
I had flown, and the paraphernalia of air travel 
fascinated me: the seat-belts, the: life-jackets, 
the transparent swirl of the propellers as we 
rode high above the slow fluff of clouds. I en- 
joyed having lunch above these clouds, and I 
was sorry when we eventually landed. 

I was even more sorry when saw my mother, 
wan and untidy, her eyes huge in her wax face, 
at the airport, flanked by her sister, her sister’s 
husband, a large hirsute salesman with a bellow- 
ing laugh, who called my father “old boy”, and 
their four noisy and spirited children. It sank 
into my mind that I was to live the next few 
months with these people, without my father, 
Vincent, Kutthalingam or the dogs, and those 
months seemed endless and menacing. 

My mother was much more normal than be- 
fore, but she would scarcely speak to my father, 
and in her caresses I felt a fawning quality which 
repelled me. I didn’t want to be left with her, 
and before my father departed next day | begged 
him to let me return with him. He said I couldn't, 
that I must try and be a good boy, and that he 
would be back soon. 1 remember when I kissed 
him goodbye I noticed for the first time that 
his temples were stippled with grey hair. 

Now I began the life of a refugee. My aunt’s 
family was large, friendly, and normal, but I 
suppose | was not a very normal boy. The more 
overtures the other children made, the more | 
shrank into myself. My uncle decided that if I 
did not want to play, I should be forced to 

- play. Accordingly he encouraged his children 
to drag me into their nursery and flourish toy 
trains and tricycles at me. This only made me 
worse. My mother, colourless and withdrawn, 
petted me whenever she saw me, but I did not 
sce her very often, and moreover with my 
memories I didn’t want her to pet me. However, 
as my father had taught me, Í tried to be civil. 


A short while after my arrival, I was sitting ' 


` with the family in the parlour at evening. The 
set-up in my aunt’s house, as in many Indian 
Christian houses, was Victorian: the parlour, 
full of rubber plants and antimacassars, was 
where one sat, and as one sat there one drank 
tea. The patriarch, my uncle, occupied the best 
chair, a little apart: the women of the house 
sewed in their corner, brawled round by their 
progeny. | sat stiffly in my chair, hating the 
other children’s flat, thythmiess voices. One of 
them, the eldest, in an excess of zeal, rushed 
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over to his father and began to belabour him 
with a newspaper. 

My uncle straightened up, a heavy, moustach- 
ed man, and in a deep bull-bellow declared: “If 
you don’t stop that, I’ll give you sucha clout—” 

I was appalled and paralysed: in all my life 
the only person I had known who shouted like 
that was my mother, and my mother was sup- 
posed to be mad. The errant child, however, 
was not appalled: he went on belabouring his 
father, and suddenly my uncle’s large, hairy hand 
shot out, and he hit his son across the mouth. 
The stinging crack of the blow was followed by 
a storm of blubberings and howls: the boy fell 
to the floor, and lay there producing his ugly, 
undignified sounds, while his father, slowly rub- 
bing his hand on his sleeve, said with satisfac- 
tion, “I told you that would happen,” and 
returned to his paper. 

I found myself standing up, saying furiously, - 
“My father wouldn’t do that. Why don’t you 
behave like people? You behave like animals.” 

My uncle looked up slowly, stupefied. Then 
he said, “Don’t be cheeky, young man, or you ll 
get some of the same.” 

I was so angry I was crying. It was not the 
physical threat that shook me but the insult to 
my dignity. Nobody had ever spoken to me like 
that before. 

“Go to bed at once,” said my mother. 

“Don’t worry, I will,” I said, and did. 

After that I lived my own life. Nobody knew 
where I spent my day, and nobody really seemed 
to care. Only sometimes the raucous children 
would rush into the garden, shouting my name 
and demanding that I come and play. High up 
with my books in my leafy tent, | pretended 
I was not there. 


The suburb of Bombay where these people lived 
was called Santa Cruz. As the name suggests, it 
was inhabited mainly by Christians, middle-class 
people, who lived in ugly houses of pink or 
white stucco. The centre of the place was the 
church, a pecling edifice in which monstrous 
saints and virgins brooded over a plaster altar. 
One of the indignities I suffered was that, though 
I protested my disbelief, I was hauled off to 
this church every Sunday. “We'll have no pagans 
in the family.” my uncle said. 

My paternal grandfather also lived in Santa 
Cruz. He had been a successful engineer, and 
had bred anumber of children, mainly daughters. 
All these daughters had been widowed, and they 
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and their children lived with my grandfather in 
his large house, where at one time (he was a 
noted hunter) he kept a leopard cub in the 
backyard. 
He was a staunch Catholic. His greatest pride 
was that one of his daughters, Lily, a beautiful 
gitl who according to the official biography was 
at nineteen “devoted to frivolity and pretty 
dresses” had been persuaded to become a nun, 
performed various cures and made various pro- 
phecies, contracted tuberculosis, and died in 
the odour of sanctity at the age of twenty-one. 
The house was full of pictures of Lily and Jesus 
Christ, and there were phials of Lourdes water 
everywhere. 

My grandfather had been opposed to my 
father’s marriage. He objected to it firstly on 
the ground that my mother came from a dif- 
ferent Christian community, and secondly be- 
cause she was frivolous. Though nobody could 
now have called my mother frivolous, my grand- 
father’s initial objection remained. He therefore 
scrupulously ignored my aunt and her family, 
though they lived only a few doors away. 

However, when I arrived in Santa Cruz, my 
grandfather found it impossible to ignore me. 
I had, after all, some of his blood. Soon after 
my arrival, therefore, he limped slowly up the 
garden path to my aunt’s front door. He was a 
small neat man, then in his seventies, with a 
white moustache and a faint look of my father. 
I was up in my tree when he arrived, but this 
look, and the knowledge of our relationship, 
brought me scrambling down in haste. To me 
he seemed a symbol of liberty. I rushed up to 
him and hugged him enthusiastically. 

In a thin, rather harsh voice he said, “Let me 
go at once, boy. You will dirty my suit,” I re- 
leased him, and he stared at me and demanded 
where my mother was, 

My mother came to the door. “Hullo,” she 
said in her bemused way. “Do come in.” 

“No,” said my grandfather. “I wil] not come 
in. I only came to say that I will teach Frank’s 
son Latin. It is not necessary,” he said, looking 
with disfavour at the tousled heads of my aunt’s 
children, peering round my mother, “for every 
child to be brought up like a Savage. Let him 
come to me tomorrow moming.” 

I was delighted. My small, arthritic grand- 
father became, suddenly, a stable tower in an 
unpleasant and tottery world. Į looked forward 
eagerly to our lessons, Every moming thereafter 

I made as careful a toilet 
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as Possible in a house : 


i rimitive arrangements, and then dash. 
oer to Crossville, which was what my 
grandfather's house was called. There I was aj. 
ways fed cake and made much of by my father’s 
widowed sisters, who scuttered round on tiptoe 
downstairs, and presently I went upstairs. Flank. 
ed by a picture of Jesus and a picture of Lily, 
my grandfather lay on a chaiselongue, his legs 
stretched out. He suffered from eczema as wel] 
as arthritis, so his trousers were rolled to the 
knee, as though he were about to go paddling. 

~His dark, scrawny legs were taut-skinned, shiny 
and hairless, and were covered in pink sores, | 
looked at them with love and pity, and settled 
down to my Latin. 

I was a quick learner, and moreover I was 
trying very hard to please my grandfather, and 
at first I did well. My grandfather, however, 
never praised me. Sometimes I caught him look- 
ing at me in a peculiar way, his lips curled a 
little, his eyes narrowed behind his spectacles. 


` One day, when I came up to him to hand over 


my day’s exercise, he waved me away. 

“Do not come near me! I have put up with 
this long enough. You stink, boy. Have you no 
sense of cleanliness? Do you never have a bath?” 

I felt myself turn to ice and water, but said, 
“Tm sorry. You see, there is no bath in the 
house.” 

“Faugh! Look at your hair. When did you 
brush it last? Why are your shoes so dirty? Boy, 
your mother is bringing you up to live like a pig.” 

After that I did not return to my grand- 
father’s house any more. 


Occasionally, my mother made trips to the city, 
for her treatment, Generally she left me behind, 
asked her to tea, and 
while she was at the 


old friend) came out t ? 


cool and lovely ; p í 
cool when uai White sari and her lips felt 


dme. When we went through 
a me s door it was cool and dark out of the 
xe i sae were books everywhere, paintings 
rall 1 craved for. My mother sat silent 
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as usual, but Aunt Pilly wisely left her alone. 
Instead she concentrated on me. We talked 
about books I had read, had a delicious tea, 
with cucumber sandwiches, and laughed a lot. 
When my mother left for her appointment, Aunt 
Pilly asked me how she was, which made me 
feel adult, something I had not felt since I last 
saw my father. Then the bearer brought in 
lemonade for me and gin for Aunt Pilly, and we 
went out to the terrace to see the sun disappear 
in a blare of colours. Aunt Pilly had a soft voice 
which I liked, not like the voices in Santa Cruz. 
She showed me the pool on her terrace, where 
bright little fish fluttered and spun. 

“Your father said you bred fish. Do you 
know what these are?” 

I picked out the various sorts of fish in the 
pool, and finally said raptly, “That’s the love- 
liest Midnight Molly I’ve ever seen.” 

“Do you really think so? I’m sure that’s an 
expert opinion. Would you like it?” 

“To keep? I couldn’t really.” 

“Of course you could,” and then seeing me 
reluctant but yearning, “to keep for me till your 
father comes back and brings all your own fish 
with him.” 

We had a splashy but pleasant time catching 
the Molly. Aunt Pilly presented me with a fish- 
bowl, and the Molly swam free in his new home. 
He was velvety black, and lazy as a panther, 
hanging in the water for moments before a 
leisurely flick of his tail shot him around the 
bowl. “You must come back whenever you want 
to,” Aunt Pilly said, “and tell me how he is.” 

“J will,” I said happily. 

When my mother returned Aunt Pilly sent 
us home in her car. I held the fishbowl carefully 
on my knees. It was not only that I cherished 
the Molly but that it represented a bridge be- 
tween.me and Aunt Pilly, a bridge to the life I 
seemed to have lost. I talked away about my 
day, which was unusual when I was with my 
‘mother, but as usual she was silent and didn’t 
seem to hear. : 

The car drew up outside my aunt’s house. 
The chauffeur opened the door and we got out. 
My aunt’s children stood gaping at the gate, and 
at once surrounded me, saying in their flat nasal 
voices, “Ooh, aren’t you grand? Coming home 
in a car. What’s in that bowl?” 

“Nothing.” 

“Come on, be a sport, let’s have a look.” 

I panicked, backed away, clutching the bowl 
hard. One of the ‘children snatched at it. It 


Imprint, November 1968 


slipped from my arms and fell on the concrete 
path. I heard the thin noise as it broke. 

I ran into the house, found a torch and a 
cup of water, and ran back. It was pitch dark, 
and a hoarse bird was.making eerie noises. I 
shone the torch up and down the path, and 
eventually found the Molly, lying amidst splin- 
ters of glass. Someone had trodden on it. The 
black velvety body, so poised in its element, 
the strong shovel of the tail, were a smear of 
red and white. Only the square head was intact. 

“Here’s a broom,” called my mother behind 
me. “Sweep that mess off the path.” 

I swept my broken bridge off the path, into 
the rank grass. R 
I had never been absolutely confined to one 
place before. In Ceylon, if I felt like it, I could 
always ask Kutthalingam to drive me to Mount 
Lavinia, or the Zoo, or somewhere. Here, since 
I was not allowed on buses or trains by myself, 
I was stuck. The proximity of my aunt, my 
uncle, and my cousins, bored and irritated me, 
and I developed a habit of loneliness. However, 
it was not very consistent: whenever visitors 
arrived I would rush into the parlour, hopeful 
of a break in the tedium. There never was one. 
When visitors,came to our house in Colombo, 
I was allowed to sit in the drawing-room, to 
listen to conversations which were sometimes 
fascinating} and even to interpolate comments 
of my own. But the visitors in my aunt’s house 
were different. They were all exactly the same 
as my aunt and uncle, and their talk was exactly 
as dull. The children, moreover, if they were 
permitted in the parlour at all, were not sup- 
posed to say a word. 

So after a while I gave up trying to entertain 
myself with the visitors. There was only one 
exception. This was another aunt, a relation by 
marriage, who came over about once a month. 
Whenever she was there, I sat religiously in the 
parlour with the others. This was not in order to 
listen to her conversation, for she had none, 
contributing only a placid, expressionless smile. 
But I liked to look at her. 

At this time I was ten years old. Aunt E. 
was, I suppose, about thirty. She would have 
been a beautiful woman in any country. She had 
the tranquil face of a madonna, and in fact, 
with her smooth olive skin, looked rather Italian. 
She also had magnificent breasts, like large 
exotic fruit, and though a sari conceals most 
things about a woman’s figure, it could not con- 
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ceal Aunt E.’s bust. She tended to wear rather 
low-cut blouses, so that a certain amount of her 
gently quivering, golden breasts and the crease 
between them, was visible. 1 could not take my 
eyes off this vista. I had no idea why I couldn’t: 
but, looking at it, I felt a vague yet intense 
pleasure. 
In pursuit of happiness, I proceeded to what 
I suppose was a courtship of Aunt E., like my 
courtship of Miss James a few years before. I 
wandered around collecting bedraggled posies 
which I presented to her, and when she was 
there for tea leapt forward like an antelope in 
order to be able to hand her a cup. She may 
have been rather puzzled by my assiduousness, 
for like most very beautiful and placid-natured 
women, she was stupid. But she rewarded me 
with kisses which sent an extraordinary quiver 
down my spine. Sometimes she put her arm 
round me, and, my head pressed to a splendid, 
pneumatic breast, 1 inhaled the light musky 
scent she wore, faintly flavoured with armpits 
in the summer heat, and became faint with 
joy. 

One evening, the children were sent to bed 
early, because the adults were off to a party. 
Aunt E. was to pick my aunt and uncle up in 
her car. Knowing that she was to arrive; I made 
desperate excuses to stay up, but was forbidden 
to do so. Sulkily I went to bed. I heard Aunt 
E. arrive, and presently heard her low, rather 
musical voice on the stairs. My mother was 
with her. 

“I haven’t changed,” said Aunt E. “Is there 
somewhere where I can?” 

“Go into our bedroom,” said my mother. 
“The boy’s asleep.” 

The light went on. I was about to sit up and 
surprise Aunt E. when something decided me 
not to. So I lay still. Aunt E. came into the 
room, closed the door, and then, to my great 
Surprise, started to take off her sari. | watched 
through half-closed eyes. She had a pink petti- 
coat on, and a blouse, and while my bee-like 
eyes hovered, she sighed, unzipped her blouse 
and took it off. Under it she wore what | now 
think must have been a very utilitarian pink 

brassiere; I looked at the three pink straps in- 
tersecting on her golden shoulders and back 
and began to tremble. Then she turned, her large 
silky breasts overflowing the laden pink cups 
and suddenly I felt as though my whole body 
were made of liquid honey, and closed my ies 
By the time I opened them again, Aunt E, was 
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dressed. The light went out, and I lay in the 
tousled darkness, aware that in some extraordin- 
ary way I had changed. = 

Next day I went foraging in the laundry 
basket, and extracted several brassieres, belong: 
ing to my mother and her sister, from it. I ex- 
amined them carefully, but they failed to give 
me the faintest flutter of emotion. On the other 
hand, every time Aunt E. came back on a visit 
I trembled, and prowled round her, craning 
down her low-cut blouse, anxious somehow to 
see not only her breasts but her brassiere. 

I considered writing to my father to ask 
what had happened to me, but thought better 
of it. It was not, I reflected, something that 
could be said in a letter. 


But my father was on his way. He wrote to me, 
saying he was on his way. He had acquired a 
new flat in Bombay, which we were about to 
move into. He couldn’t bring the birds and fish, 
he said, but we could always buy new ones: 
and Vincent and Kutthalingam were coming by 
train, and bringing the dogs. 

It now became a matter for me of counting 
the days. I forgot completely about Aunt E. 
and her brassieres, my constant preoccupation 
for weeks, and instead ticked off the time be- 
fore my father’s arrival minute by minute. A 
minute in a child’s world is a long time. 

But the minutes ran together, became hours, 
became days and soon I was standing on the flat 
roof of Bombay airport, the sun beating down, 
watching my father’s plane drop steeply from 
the sky. It slid down the runway to a halt. I 
watched intently, and when my father emerged 
I shouted as loud as | could, “Daddy!” 

„He couldn’t hear me, but it didn’t matter, 
he'd be through Customs in a minute. I turned 
excitedly and found my uncle smiling down at 
me. Well, old boy,” he said, “you're glad to 
of goer Dad, aren't you, eh?” The hairy ogre 
H e at months vanished: I saw instead a 

wry wo? too clumsy to achieve his aim. 


ing ee u very much,” I said, “for look- 
_ Then my father 
him, feeling the b 
e was saying I'd 
stood a little a 
kissed her. 


“We're Stayin 
bigs gatt 
till the flat’s ready, l 


was there, and I was hugging 
umpy places in his suit, an 

got a lot taller. My mother 
part, looking wan. My father 


he Ambassador,” he said, 
t should only be about 4 
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week. Kutthalingam and Vincent will be here to- 
morrow with the dogs.” 

~ “I don’t want to stay at the Ambassador,” 
my mother said uncertainly. “The boy and I 
will stay where we are. We’re happy where, we 
are. 
“Pm not happy where I am,” I said vehe- 
mently. “I want to stay at the Ambassador. You 
can stay where you like.” 

A curious blurred look came to my mother’s 
face. I had seen it often before, and was to see 
it often again, but I didn’t know what it was, 
because then I didn’t know how much I hurt 
her. “All right,” she said, in a tired voice, “we'll 
stay at the Ambassador.” 

So we stayed at the Ambassador. Next day 
I met Kutthalingam and Vincent off the train. 
They grinned down happily at me, while the 
dogs leapt and licked: now even months with- 
out them were worth it, because it was so 
marvellous to see them once more. Then we 
all went to look at the new flat. It was spacious 
and handsome, in a block on Malabar Hill, over 
the sea, quite near Aunt Pilly. In the grounds 
stood a swimming pool. | resolved to learn to 
swim. 

“This is home, then, Daddy?” I asked my 
father in a businesslike way. q 

“Yes, son,” he said. “It’s home.” 


The swimming pool proved to be a flop. I en- 
joyed sitting in a deckchair, looking at the 
pretty women in their bathing suits, but when 
Vincent tried to coax me into the water I de- 
clined to move. I was not confident of my phy- 
sical prowess, and was desperately afraid I 
would make a fool of myself. 

“what shall we do with you?” said Vincent 
in despair. “You won’t play football, you won't 
swim, all you do is sit and read. What kind of 
life is that for a boy?” 

“J Jike it,” I said. 

Then my father took me to a cricket match. 
Į was fascinated. Though I did not really know 
what it was all about, | liked the formality and 
slowness of the whole affair, and the movements 
of the players were more graceful and aloof, 
more physically self-contained, than the flailings 
and scamperings of swimmers and footballers. 

J promptly did as I had done when, after 
starting to keep fish, I had read avidly about 
natural history, and when, after finding the 
ruined cities in the forest, I had read about hu- 
man history and archaeology. I started to read 
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books about cricket, and to follow the cricket 
scores in the newspaper. The result of this was 
that very shortly I knew an immense amount 
about the game and the players, without ever 
having touched a bat or ball. I watched local 
cricket matches with considerable aesthetic 
pleasure, but when Vincent tried to induce me 
to actually play, I refused. 

“I don’t know,” lamented Vincent, “I don’t 
know. What is there in your head except dreams? 
What shall we do with you?” 

I didn’t care. 

During these early months at the flat I saw 
little of my mother. She kept to her own room, 
where, palely, she said endless rosaries. She was 
visited by priests and nuns, whom I avoided be- 
cause they were connected with her. Vincent, a 
good Catholic, was very respectful to all these 
fathers and sisters, but Kutthalingam, who had 
to drive them to and from their various churches 
and convents, was very bitter about them. From 
time to time my mother asked me to come 
and talk to some priest or other, but I always 
refused. “I’m going to the park with Vincent,” 
I said, or “I’m going to a cricket match with 
Vincent.” 

My mother became sadder and paler. She 
had stopped having treatment now, but she was 
neither as beautiful nor as gay as my first me- 
mories of her. My father tried frequently to 
take her out, to parties or concerts, but she 
wouldn’t go. Then quite suddenly, she ceased 
to be quiet and pale, and ordered the galere of 
clergy out of the house. Pale and terrible, like 
the plague walking, she started a daily stalk 
from room to room. In every room she would 
pause, before a bowl of flowers, or a picture, 
stare at it fixedly for a few moments, then with 
a slow deliberate sweep of her arm smash it on 
the floor. She never spoke during this period, 
but having completed her mission of destruction 
would return to her room and her rosary. At 
mealtimes she would fix Vincent with a strange 
intense look, and, as he served, suddenly knock 
the dishes from his hand, or throw a plate or 
knife at him. Her terrible silence filled the flat. 
The only sound in it seemed to be the splinter 
and tinkle of broken objects. 

After some weeks of this, Vincent came to 
me and said, “I’m going to leave.” 

Terrified, I said, “But you can’t leave. Why 
must you leave?” 

“If things go on like this,” Vincent said, 
“J shall go mad myself. I’ll go away for a little 
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while and give your mother time to become 
calm. Then I will come back. But I thought I 
should tell you first.” 

My father tried to dissuade him too, but 
not unnaturally, Vincent was adamant. “It is me 
she does not like,” he said. “If ] leave, it will be 
good for her also. I will come back when she is 

better.” 
So, very unobtrusively, he left. At dinner 
that evening, served by the hamal, my mother 


spoke for the first time in days. “Thank God,” 


she said, “that man has gone.” 
I said defiantly, “He’s coming back soon.” 
My mother was smoking a cigarette. She 
leant across the table and very carefully ground 
the burning end into the back of my left hand. 


There was a tiny sputtering sound, and a pecu- 
liar smell, but through defiance and fury I did 
not move my hand or speak. It did not actually 
hurt me very much at the time, but I stil] bear 
the scar. 

Presently, my mother took the Cigarette 
away, dropped it in an ashtray, and said, “‘He’]] 
never come back.” ‘ 

He never did. Years later, on 4 visit to India, 
I was told by my father that he had had a letter 
from Vincent asking for money. My father sent 
it. Later he received another letter, from Vin- 
cent’s wife. He had contracted tuberculosis, and 
died in his native Mangalore, aged about forty. 
His wife thanked my father for the money. It 
had come in handy for the funeral. 


——————————— 


- - - the girl at Hanoi with her white 

Hands and dog’s eyes, dripping with amber light: 

Have these things shaped me for the craft of verse? 
“Autobiography” from A BEGINNING (1957) 


WAS ON A ship, with my parents. We 

were going to Australia. It was my fa- 
ther’s first leave since he had started to edit 
the Times of India, and, since he had never 
been to Australia, he had chosen it for our 
holiday. I knew nothing about Australia except 
that from it came cricketers, Kangaroos, and 
the duck-billed platypus, but the idea of travel 
pleased me. The great liner pleased me, an or- 
ganised complex city borne on dark waters: 
mealtimes, when in the huge chandeliered sa- 
loon I looked through the long menu, and, deli- 
berately chose: bedtime, in an austere but com- 
fortable bunk cleated to the wall. The motion 


We stopped at Colombo, where old friends 
came to see us: then came the long landless 


prayed that my mother, sitting waxen amidst 
the talking faces, would not start a scene, She 
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never did, but whenever we were with someone 
else my nerves fluttered like butterflies. 

We started off under bald blue skies: but after 
Colombo grey squalls raked down across the 
sea, spattering the decks and portholes, and the 
ship rolled wildly, so that at meals the stewards 
had to cleat the plates down. One morning, 
with garish violets and reds in the thick clouds, 
and rain and wind flying over the decks, the 
engines slowed. From deck we were able to see 
-a clump of islands, very green, but hazed in 
cloud and mist, rainbeaten, remote: these were 


the Cocos Islands, and the ship was to deliver 
and collect the mail 


We were Supposed to disembark at Melbourne, 
but before that the ship stopped at Perth and 
Adelaide, where we wandered around. A nervous 
cai | hated to be conspicuous, and I had been 
terrified that my brown skin, in a country of 
Ted ones, would make me so but I needn’t 
ae Worried. Everyone was tremendously 
Tbe was puzzled when taxi drivers called 
Teg alter “mate”, told him all about their 
lives, and invited him into bars for “a brace of 
though if but it was obviously well meant, 
“nipper”. myself objected to being called 
pe He Melbourne quite so much. A 
ing ‘dopa wind seemed always to be work- 
People befo € grey, towering streets, blowing 
sea, filled ae yaney was better, with the 
field d with swimmers and sharks, a blue 
Otted with foam-flowers, and the green 
aching into the bay, where 

n eloquent bow tied in steel 
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pronounced its epiphanies of traffic. The rush 
and racket of the city was more intense than 
that of Melbourne, and therefore more sym- 
pathetic: and in Romano’s I ate my first oysters. 

Canberra was even better. At that time it 
was a prefabricated kind of city, full of tempor- 
ary-looking red brick bungalows. But the Indian 
High Commissioner there was K. S.Duleepsinhji, 
the cricketer, a plump, gentle man, with a plea- 
santly cracked, husky, whispery voice. He show- 
ed me how to bowl, persuaded me to bowl 
him a few deliveries on the lawn of his house, 
allowed me to bowl him, and in token of my 
triumph, presented me with his Cambridge 
Blue scarf, which I cherished for years. 

Eventually we drove into the Blue Moun- 
tains(which produced a spate of verse) and then 
went further north, to the Queensland cane 
country around Mackay and Toowoomba. It 
was very hot here, withra sticky quality in the 
air, like the thick warm ooze of the canes. At 
one plantation, as we were inspecting a dully 
rustling canefield, a small black man in dun- 
garees shuffled up and asked my father for a 
cigarette. The overseer waved him impatiently 
away. “Don’t take any notice of him,” he ad- 
vised my father. “He’s one of the abos, Abo 
Charlie, scrounges all he can get.” 

But the small man shuffled closer, and said 
to my father, “You from India, eh? I too. I 
from Jhelum side, bloody fine country that. 
You gotta cigarette?” 

My father said in incredulous tones, “He’s 
an Indian.” 

It turned out that Charlie (his real name was 
Chauhan) had come to Australia before the 
Great War as a camel driver. When the utility of 
camels in the Australian desert ended, he hadn’t 
enough money to return home. He had made 
a living through casual labour for thirty years, 
had married an Australian wife, and had several 
children. His one regret was that he could not 
get his wife to cook Punjabi food. 

He was terrible: he begged my father for 
cigarettes, for whisky, for money to buy them 
with. The overseer looked disapprovingly on, 
but eventually my father presented Charlie with 
a pound. He took it with a lifting of his clasped 
hands to his forehead in thanks, which after 
forty years in Australia was still purely Indian. 

He was the first expatriate I had ever met, 
and I eyed him with a wary kind of scorn, not 
knowing that in a few years I should be one 
myself, in a country that didn’t want me. 
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In New Zealand I remember the boiling mud- 
holes at Rotorua, the shiny brown mud turning 
itself over and over in its bestial trench, bub- 
bling and rumbling, sometimes with a suck 
drawing its own viscous self down into itself: 
the gulping power of the earth, greedy for us 
all. It seemed a mysterious country: behind 
trees and rocks, in a mountain shadow, I glimp- 
sed shapes that weren’t there, speaking or mov- 
ing shapes. I became aware in New Zealand of 
being in some sense separate from my body. 
Looking at the mud boiling, or at a lake shiver- 
ed by fish, in which I glimpsed indeterminate 
shadows under the skin of the water, I seemed. 
to look down at myself looking down, from a 
long way away. I would repeat my name, and it 
meant nothing, it had no connection with what 
I was. In certain types of landscape, these 
symptoms have recurred in me ever since. 

Perhaps it was because | was now aware of 
my parents as separate people, no longer flesh. 
of my flesh. I had become more and more ab- 
stracted, and sought my loneliness deliberately, 
speaking less, and at the same time writing more. 
My journal had spread into several volumes, and 
the passages of verse had become very frequent ` 
now. I knew that I wanted to be a writer, and 
like an athlete, but quite unconsciously, I was 
going into training. 


When we flew back to Sydney from New Zea- 
land a message was waiting for my father. The 
Indian Government wanted him to tour South- 
East Asia and prepare a confidential report 
about the Press relations in the various coun- 
tries. My father drew up a list of places: Djakar- 
ta, Singapore, Saigon, Bangkok, Rangoon: the 
names delighted me, and made a sort of litany 
of them, which I chanted softly to myself. 

My mother was less pleased. She wanted to 
go home, she had had enough of travel. Through- 
out the trip she had been subdued, though not 
unhappy, but now the excitable hysterical mood 
which signalled one of her storms was on her. 
Surprisingly, it was Duleepsinhji’ who calmed | 
her: he flew to Sydney, and told her it was a 
Government mission that took us through Asia, 
important to the country: memories of her na- 
tionalist youth stirred in my mother, and she 
agreed to come. 

We flew from Sydney to Darwin, landing 
at midnight on a barren airstrip loud with mos- 
quitoes. Skeleton shapes showed in the bush 
beyond. It was suffocatingly hot, and in small 
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cubicles, with fans siphoning humid air over us, 
we slept uneasily till dawn. Then we headed 
northward. Below us Australia petered out in 
a morass of khaki headlands and creeks, and 
the aeroplane lumbered steadily over a powdery 
blue sea towards Djakarta. The hostess brought 
round the morning papers, coffee, and biscuits. 
We were on our way. Eventually the sea faded 
into land, sprawling away in forest and hill be- 
low. We landed at Djakarta at dusk. 

To my surprise, my mother made friends 
with the Ambassador’s wife. She was a small, 
very neat old lady, with silver hair and spec- 
tacles, and had had several children. Her gentle- 
ness was visible in all her movements, even in 
the movements of her hands when she sewed, 
which was all the time. I was surprised because 
my mother seemed neither to expect nor re- 
quire friends: she had dropped all her old friends 
in Bombay, and in Australia had withdrawn so 
completely as to make friendship with her 
impossible. 

She took to the Ambassador’s wife com- 
pletely, however, and since I think the Ambas- 
sador’s wife was herself rather lonely, they tend- 
ed to spend the whole day together, talking. 
This meant I was free to move about as I pleas. 
ed. I accompanied my father on several of his 
interviews, listening to fat, dejected Dutchmen 
who talked about the extortionist policies of 
Sukamo’s Government, and bespectacled Ja- 
vanese, until recently terrorists, who talked of 
Sukarno as though he were the risen Christ. In 
consequence, I saw quite a lot of Djakarta. 

My father obtained an interview with Su- 
karno. I went with him in the car to the Pre- 
sident’s palace, and then the chauffeur drove 
me around the city for an hour. My eyes drank 
it in, the flowers in the trees and the hair of the 
people, the ramshackle bungalows of the old 
colonists, the spruce white houses of the mo- 
dern Dutch, many of them now requisitioned 

by Sukarno. The small-boned, golden, cat-faced 


Javanese struck me as the most beautiful nation 
I had seen. 


in white ducks with a Moslem fi 
climbed into the car he leant forward, shot out 
his arm in a Hitler salute, and shouted ‘Jai 
Hind!” My father looked baffled for a moment 
then responded, “Merdeka ”* I echoed him 
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karno once more shot out his arm 
Se “Jai Hind!” We again murmured, 
“Merdeka!” Fortunately the chauffeur Started 
the car at this point, ae obviating the neces. 
i ny further exchanges. 
EE before we left, the Ambassador’s 
wife called me into her reception room. She 
was sitting on the sofa, sewing. She patted the 
sofa beside her and I sat down. She blinked at 
me over her spectacles like a kind little owl. 

“I have been talking a lot to your mother,” 
she said. 

“You're a big boy, so you know that she 
has been ill. She is still very troubled in her 
mind, and it is mostly about you. She feels that 
you are not in contact with her. She is afraid 
she will lose you. You know, you must be very 
patient with her.” 

“She hasn’t been very patient with me.” 

“But she loves you very much,” said the 
Ambassador’s wife. “You must know that.” 

“Well, I don’t love her.” 

“You may not think you do,” said the Am- 
bassador’s wife. “but some time, perhaps very 
soon, perhaps in many years’ time, you will 
find that you are wrong.” 


Singapore was hot, teeming, and filled with 
muddled rumours of terrorist activity. We stayed 
in the Raffles Hotel, under mosquito nets and 
fans. At night, while a Eurasian dance band 
‘blared, the local magnates, English, Chinese, 
and Indian, moved round the ballroom in slow, 
inelegant rhythms. The blotchy shoulders of 
e planters’ wives, revealed by their ill-chosen 
decolletages, and their raucous and confident 
voices, revolted me. I refused to go down to 
dinner, and had it sent Up instead. 
__ A Chinese millionaire friend of my father’s 
invited us to his house, His garden was full of 
Plastic deer, emblems of the salve from which 
he had made his money. In his drawing-room 
two obscenely fat Cupids pissed whisky and 
Soda respectively at the turn of a tap. Puritani- 


E 


The day before Wera iain ake 
had throwna bomp eo in Saigon someone 


: omb at 4 cafe in the Rue Catinat. 
eon of our room in the 
>” Could see the scorched pave- 
ae te splintered glass of the cafe win- 


*F 
reedom — Indonesian nationalist slogan. 
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dow. Nobody seemed to care. The other cafes 
on the boulevard were doing a roaring trade: 
sitting under gaily striped umbrellas, ex-S.S. 
men from the Legion were drinking pastis and 
making passes at every woman who went by. It 
was their night off. “It would be better not to 
go out,” said a harassed-looking First Secretary 
from the Indian Embassy, “till the Legionaires 
have gone.” 


After a week in Saigon we flew to Dalat, where 
my father was to interview Bao Dai, the puppet 
ruler set up by the French. Dalat was in the 
mountains, with thick forest all round: I saw 
three naked, dwarfish Sakai aborigines, with 
bows and arrows, flit away from the kitchens 
of the luxurious hotel where we stayed. A wai- 
ter told me they had come to sell game. The 
hotel stood by a lake, blue as an eye, on the far 
side of which Bao Dai’s palace stood. 

At this hotel I ate snails for the first time. 
It was my sole cause for excitement. My father 
refused to let me come to see Bao Dai, since he 
had been threatened with assassination a few 
days back, and the attempt was likely to take 
place at any minute. In point of fact the at- 
tempt, which failed, was made the day after we 
left Dalat, which seemed to be a shame. 

After Dalat we travelled north to Hanoi. It 
was a ramshackle, far-flung town, and across the 
Red River, a brown snake that lay still in the 
grassflats on the outkirts, we heard, like a large 
door slammed with monotonous regularity, the 
reverberations of French howitzers. The house 
of the Indian Consul vibrated gently at each 
reverberation, but he seemed unmoved. Attend- 
ed by a pretty Vietnamese maidservant, he sat 
on a'chair, his bare feet tucked unaffectedly 
under him, complaining of the shortage of 
whisky in Hanoi. “Tomorrow,” he told my fa- 
ther, “you and I will drive to a French post. It 
is forty: kilometres. But today we shall drink, 
and what is there to drink? Pah, only rice wine.” 

“Can’t I come, too?” I asked. 

“Bah, it is no place for a boy,” Kutty said. 
“There may be shooting on the road.” 

“Iq like to come,” I said, glad that we had 
left my mother, who wanted to shop, in Saigon. 

. “Jf you want to come,” said my father 
gravely, “come.” a. 

Kutty shrugged his shoulders. “It is your 
responsibility. Now, since there is only rice 
wine, let us drink rice wine.” So they did. 

Next day a jeep with a Vietnamese driver 
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stood at the door. Kutty climbed into the front, 
and my father and I into the back. Then we 
rattled out of Hanoi. Outside the town inun- 
dated paddy fields lay on either side, an endless 
vista of muddy water, with occasional green 
shoots poking through, till a faint blue haze of 
hills broke the horizon. Along the road, at re- 
gular intervals, were French sentry posts, con- 
crete pillboxes with slots for windows. 

“Sometimes,” said Kutty, “the Viet Minh 
lie down in the fields, under water, and bréathe 
through straws, till a French convoy passes. 
Then — zzt! no convoy.” He laughed heartily. 
“They may be there now.” We passed a ditched 
truck, its bullnose twisted hopelessly to one 
side. Some of the pillboxes, I noticed, had 
caved in at the side. “Grenades,” said the all- 
explanatory Kutty. He began to talk about the 
French casualties. I no longer felt the zest with 
which I had started the day. The casualties 
Kutty enumerated had made a leap from sta- 
tistics into actuality. 


That evening we went to visit a Vietnamese pro- 
fessor who was a Viet Minh sympathiser. He 
had been educated at the Sorbonne, and had 
married a French wife. They made a very hand- 
some couple, in a large drawing-room looking 
over a garden from which the scent of magno- 
lia floated. From an inner room came the sound 
of a violin. Presently this ceased, and a girl came 
in. She was about fifteen, two or three years 
older than I, slim, and very beautiful, with a soft 
face in which the almond eyes of her father and 
the rather full, smiling lips of her mother blend- 
ed. “This is my daughter Jacqueline,” said the 
Professor. “Jacqueline, show this young man 
the garden. You can practise your English at 
the same time.” 

The girl and I went into the garden. The 
rustle of her dress sent a hundred tiny needles 
through me, and we stopped under the magno- 
lia tree, sitll pouring its heavy odour into the 
air. It was dark now, till the southern sky lit 
up with the cramp of an explosion. 

I asked her about her school and her future 
plans, and she answered in a quiet, husky voice, 
which seemed to me doomed and. therefore 
beautiful. After a while I ran out of conversa- 
tion. We stood-under the magnolia tree. She 
leant on it, crumbling the waxy white petals 
between her fingers, and letting them fall. Her 
thick dark hair framed her face which was waxy 
and white, like'the petals that she crumbled. I 
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could not speak, yet the silence in which we 
stood became as intense as though I spoke and 
she listened. Then lights shone in the doorway 
to the garden, and our parents came through. 


Bangkok is mad and lovely: I thought so even 
as a child, walking amidst its pagodas in the 
rain, Or boating on the muddy Chao Phya, 
which runs through the city, cluttered with 
houseboats and floating shops. The golden, 
dotty people, with their insipid, delicious-look- 


ing food, their hours-long dances to a thin jn. 
audible music, appealed to me then, and still do, 


From Bangkok we flew to Rangoon, a dull un- 
sightly city, apart from the Shwe Dagon, and 
from Rangoon to Calcutta. We had been away 
six months. When we arrived in Bombay, how- 
ever, Kutthalingam was beaming at the airport, 
and at home the dogs went wild. A natural 
Judas, like most children, I had forgotten Vin- 
cent already. 


Your eyes are like mine. 
When I last looked in them. 
I saw my whole country, 
A defeated dream 
Hiding itself in prayers . . . 
“Letter to my Mother” from POEMS 1955-1965 
ACK IN BOMBAY, I dreamed fı requent- 
ly of Jacqueline in the garden in 
Hanoi. The arid sky of the city, where kites and 
vultures floated in a hypnottsed stillness, melt- 
ed back for me into that other velvety sky, 
erupted into by abrupt flames, under which 
the held vision of the garden stayed, heavy with 
the smell of magnolia. 1 wrote verse nearly all 
the time, but every new attempt was a similar 
kind of failure. My idea of what poetry was like 
was derived from what I had read in my father’s 


library: volumes of Swinburne and early Yeats, ` 


or anthologies like the Golden Treasury and 
Poems of Today. But somehow this kind of 
verse had started to dissatisfy me. Inhabiting 
as I now did the intense, lurid colours and thun- 
derous visions of adolescence, I discovered an 
anthology (compiled by, of all people, Somerset 
Maugham) which included work by Eliot, Au- 
den, and Spender. It excited me immensely, I 
seemed to see for the first time how to write 
verse. 

The verse I now wrote varied in style be- 
tween the verse of these three poets. An adoles- 
cent reaction to Eliot filled my own poems 
with a cosmic despair: from the early work 
of Auden and Spender I took a crude Marxism. | 
struck these attitudes in three different styles 
one day pouring out imitation Waste Lands, on 
the next curt, mysterious sonnets full of spies 
and frontiers, and the day after invoking young 
men and young comrades in the early Spender 
manner. I wrote all day, and produced not only 
half a dozen poems a day, but also short stories 
rather like Saroyan, and a book about my 
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travels. Eventually a short story was published 
in a local newspaper. This brought me luck. 
Hitherto my father’s more artistic friends had 
tended to ignore me: I was an inarticulate thir- 
teen, and do not blame them. Now, however, 
Mulk Raj Anand, a novelist who had some fame. 
in England in the 1930's, congratulated me on 
my story. So did G. V. Desani, who had return- . 
ed from London after publishing a novel which 
Eliot had praised. The soft, husky voices of 
Anand and Desani, their large, vague eyes, long 
fingers, and high foreheads, awed me. They had 
published books, and had met writers who were 
myths to me. It was necessary, I thought, to 
look like them if one was to be a writer. I brush- 
ed my hair upward a dozen times a day in an 
attempt to broaden my brow, and constantly 
pulled at my fingers, to make them longer. 

A little while later, there was a writer’s 


- conference in the city. Auden and Spender flew 


to Bombay to attend. I went to hear them read, 
and could not believe it: there they actually 
Were, physically present: Auden with a lined, 
expressive face, grave and heavy: Spender tall 
and stopped, with a white cloud of hair and 
large, intent blue eyes. I had thought of them 
as very young men, and was surprised: then a 
new idea of the poet came to me, the poet 
dedicated, apart, carrying his work on through 
a lifetime, Wrapped in a vatic cloak. Afterwards 
my father introduced me to Spender. I was too 
awestruck to speak, and stood gaping raptly up 
at him while he stared at me in a kind, rather 
puzzled way. At last I blurted out the words, 
” want to be a poet.” Spender began to laugh; 
$ en stopped and said gently, “Perhaps you are 
E eat remark intoxicated me: in 

A recognition of one another, 
p anscending all barriers, and E grati- 
ying illusion doubled my output of verse. 
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Į was leading a kind of double life. Though im- 
mersed in poetry, I still liked cricket, and for 
the first time had started to play it. I was now 
old enough to be allowed out by myself, which 
was fortunate, since because of my mother I 
could have met nobody otherwise. My mother 
wasn’t violent now, but had developed an em- 
barrassing habit of talking all the time, recom- 
pense perhaps for her years of silence, and when 


visitors were there she tended to insult them, if 
she did not like them, for hours on end, in a 


monotonous rapid voice punctuated by wild 
bursts of laughter. Fewer and fewer people 
therefore came to see us. At evening, however, 
1 strolled down the seafront with the dogs, 
looking at the sunset producing effects of great 
violence above a pallid, crinkled sea, which had 
drawn back like a very old man’s lips from gap- 
ped, black, smelly rocks. Here I met other 
adolescents with their dogs. They generally ap- 
proached me with remarks about pedigrees: 
some of them invited me to play cricket, and 
soon I was a member of a team of local boys, 
which was called, because we wore red caps, 
the Cardinals. I turned out, to my surprise, to 
be a good bowler and fieldsman. 

The difference between my two lives was 
marked. At home I was the hermit poet, alone, 
who read when he didn’t write. I furrowed my 
brow over poems, Or Kierkegaard (since I had 
read somewhere that he had influenced Auden), 
or Henry James. But in the cricket field all this 
fell away from me. With other tall, pimply boys 
(my first crop of acne was just flowering) I 
talked about cricket, or, crudely, about sex, 
or about films. Bécause I played well, I was ac- 
cepted by the others, but it embarrassed me 
sometimes when they spoke in Hindi, the langu- 
age they mostly used at home, and I was un- 
able to comprehend or reply. 

However, I liked our matches. We played 
mostly against local schools or clubs, sometimes 
in the oval park of my childhood. Here there 
were pitches for hire, and also tents, in which 
the batting side sat in a hot smell of grass and 
bat oil. I was not a good batsman, but when we 
fielded, and I held catches or took wickets, I 
felt for the only time in my life complete con- 
fidence in my own body and my physical skills. 

But there was something nervous in me that 
dreamt of death, which my cricket friends never 
did. Through bowling so much, I developed a 
callous on my finger. This I displayed to my 
father. “I think,” I said, “I have cancer.” 
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My father examined it, looked at me in a 
peculiar way, and said, “Do you really think 
so?” I did, and affirmed that I did. “Perhaps 
it’s too late already,” I said sombrely, “but 
perhaps the finger can be amputated in time.” 
My father, with a small, tolerant shrug, sent me 
to the doctor. I showed him my finger and in- 
formed him of my diagnosis. He was very kind, 
gave me some ointment, and told me not to 
worry: but for weeks after I studied the entry 
on cancer in the encyclopaedia very closely, 
checked my symptoms, and wrote poems about 
death. 

Meanwhile, however, between poems and 
stories, I wrote essays about cricket. One day 
I showed some of these to a publisher friend of 
the family’s. “Do you know,” he said in amaze- 
ment, having read them, “I think these may 
sell.” A few months later the essays were pub- 
lished in a small, green-covered book, which I 
touched with excitement and pleasure. It didn’t 
last: I am now desperately embarrassed and 
irritated when I see a copy of this volume, 
which I sometimes do because over the last 
decade and a half, the stray copies which float 
into London have become collectors’ items. 


Among the occasional visitors who still came to 
the flat was a small, grey-haired man in shorts, 
called Tendulkar, a particular friend of mine. 
He had mild, shiny eyes, and a very gentle voice, 
listening to which sometimes.almost hypnotised 
me, creating worlds to listen to within its own 
echo. Tendulkar had spent some years in Rus- 
sia, and had been a Communist, but when he 
returned to India, Gandhi had reconverted him. 
He had since occupied all his time compiling a 
biography of Gandhi, an immense work in eight 
thick volumes. Tendulkar was fastidious about 
the design and printing of books, and listening 
to his conversation I first became aware of the 
intricate way in which books are physically 
made. He also told me a lot about Russian litera- 
ture, and lent me hundreds of volumes from his 
library. Because I developed such a taste for 
Turgeniev and Gorky, he called me Domski, 
and it is him calling me that which I most re- 
member: the soft voice nearly singing, as it split 
the nickname into two spaced syllables: a lilt of 
affection that always touched me and moved. 
me. 

Though he was a favourite of Nehru’s, and 
his Gandhi biography was sponsored by the 
Government, Tendulkar was very poor. He lived 
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in a One-room hovel in Kalbadevi, where some- 
times I went to visit him. One had to climb 
several flights of rickety stairs, smudged with 
betel and excrement, for he lived at the top of 
his tenement. His room contained a charpoy 
on which he slept, but no other furniture ex- 
cept for the shelves, lining every wall, which 
contained his large library, and two cases in 
which he kept a collection of delicate ivories 
and antique bronzes, collected over the years. 
He would lift them from the cases, in small 
delicate fingers, and display them to me, turn- 
ing them over with love: “Look, Domski, is not 
this configuration beautiful?” Or would take 
a piece of bright handwoven cloth off his char- 
poy, his fingers moving slowly over the warp 
of it: “Look, Domski, at the run of the threads. 
Things made with the hands are always beauti- 
ful.” 

Together we walked through the city. An- 
cient monuments fascinated Tendulkar, he loved 
to visit the caves and templés around Bombay, 
but equally he was fascinated by the life of 
the city. We stopped to look at the huddled 
hovels, festooned with washing, where people 
lived sometimes ten to a room: at shops run by 
stout smilers, where minuscule quantities of 
rice and pulse were purchased by scraggy house- 
wives: and the beggars who seemed to be every- 
where, crawling and wailing in the summer dust 
and the monsoon puddles, ageless and home- 
less. “Look, Domski, look. That is the way peo- 
ple live in our country. They should not live 
like that. Men should not live like that.” And, 
fervently, his eyes lit up and looking, “Some 
day we will have justice, and freedom.” 

I had never known what life in Bombay 
was really like, until Tendulkar showed me. The 
instincts of socialism fostered in me by the 
work of people like Gorky and the "thirties 
poets flared up. I went into the city by myself, 
distributing my pocket money amongst the 
beggars. But there were so many of them it was 
impossible: the money ran out quickly, and I 
was always left stranded in a tide of beggars 
lapping at my shoes with thin dry hands, whim- 
pering and crying for more. 

In a paradoxical, typical way, I was taken 
on most of these expeditions by Kutthalingam 
in the car. He was astounded by my Strange 
new behaviour. “These worthless fellows,” he 
said, “rascals, no got any jobs, why my youn 
master wanting give them money?” Demosa 
cally I would say, “I’m not your young master, 
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I'm your friend.” “Yes, yes, you my friend, 
sure.” Kutthalingam would say, waggin & his 
head with maddening omniscience, “but also 
you my young master.” 


My brindled bitch, Judy, was operated on fora 
gallstone in 1952, and died. This left me with 
only one dog, Kumar: I had given the puppies 
away. Golden and sedate, he became my con- 
stant care. He puffed a little as he climbed to 
the foot of my bed every night, and there slept. 

He was the remains of my childhood: I took 
him for walks, soliloquised to him, read my 


` poems aloud while he curled, snoring faintly, 


at my feet. It was not surprising that my mo- 
ther became resentful of this attachment. The 
stage I had reached was a stage when I despised 
and criticised my parents. I told my father how 
despicable journalists were, and how I would 
never be one, and though it was his ambition for 
me, he received my remarks with his usual 
aplomb. With my mother it was different. She 
had herself driven her friends away, but was 
lonely, and loved me with a dry, consuming 
love. She obviously wanted to talk to me. But 
When we met in the drawing-room, and she 
began her tentative, sad advances, speaking of 
the weather or the headlines in the newspapers, 
I was silent, and withdrew to my own room 
with Kumar, to spend the day there. My mo- 
ther’s attempts to recover her lost son became 
alittle desperate. She began to give me breakfast 
in bed, and she would cook and fetch it herself. 
She had always had a cook, so her eggs and 
bacon weren’t very well made, and I took every 
advantage of this. I told her how horrible her 
breakfasts Were, and refused to eat them. I rea- 
lised I had the power to hurt her, and a cold 
sort of cruelty rose in me as | exploited my 
power. Simultaneously however, I felt deep 
helpless sorrow, for the. circumstances that had 
fetched us to this ridiculous pass, for my in- 
ability not to be cruel, and for my mother’s 
i UT pain. Sometimes I made efforts to be 
ae ae always before the end something in 
an €d me to say a cutting and hurtful sen- 

e, and leave her sitting there with her hurt. 
mapa, think that this was the main reason tOr 
sae she suffered. She continued to be 
recuned: ae but her violent spells occasionally 

ee Plates about and ge 
Pt me: when, during one of her 

Peed i me, she rushed by with averte 
> 88 though she knew she was only confirm- 


CCO. In Public Domain. Sri Sri Anandamayee Ashram CUS erty anA 


mt  Navembher 1968 


Digitization by eGangotri and Sarayu Trust. Funding by MoE-IKS 


ing my opinion of her, but was as helpless to 
stop it as I was to stop my coldness towards her. 

Another monsoon came, splashing thunder 
and rain into the sea outside our windows. Kumar 
fell ill. He had become very corpulent and 
wheezy, and he was old: one day he simply 
collapsed, and lay there breathing heavily, unable 
to rise. I was in a terrible, hysterical state of 
distress. I put Kumar in a basket in my room, 
and rang the vet. When he arrived, however, my 
mother refused to allow him into the flat. He 
carried germs, she said, from the animals he 
treated: and so violent was the scene she made 
that I left Kumar where he was, since he could 
obviously not be moved, and went to the vet’s 
surgery myself. Here I described the symptoms, 
collected some medicine and ampoules, and a 
syringe for injections, and returned home. 

When I arrived back I discovered that my 
_mother had had Kumar removed to the front 
balcony. It was raining f iercely, with a seawind 
driving clouds of spray over the balcony. He 
was soaked through, but when he saw me made 
an effort to wag his tail. Furiously, I confronted 
my mother. 

But she was in one of those strange wild 
moods that always led to explosions. She refused 
to allow Kumar in the flat, because she said he 
would infect us all. When I tried to carry him 
back to my room, she rushed to prevent me, and 
a short, undignified scuffle followed. I was help- 
less. My father was away in Delhi, and the ser- 
vants, lived in too much terror of my mother to 
obey me instead of her. 

So for a day and a night, an absurd figure 
with an umbrella and raincoat, I sat on the ver- 
andah, endeavouring to protect both the dog and 
myself from the rain that lashed down from the 
sky. I talked to him about the old days, the dog- 
show we had won, and how he would soon be 
better: at first he seemed grateful for the sound 
of my voice, feebly wagged his tail, or licked my 
hand: later he lay still, wheezing terribly, or ina 
fitful, whimpering sleep. On the second morning 
he was asleep. I had a streaming cold and was 
very tired. I left him, and went to lie down. I 
had been asleep a few minutes when the bearer 
woke me and said, “Saheb, kuttha mar gaya”: 
the dog is dead. } ; 

He was lying on the balcony, his eyes wide 
and staring, as though he had looked round for 
me as he died. His tongue protruded from his 
mouth. On the wet floor a train of black ants 
had appeared from nowhere, and the first one 
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had already reached his protruding, helpless 
tongue. I brushed the ants away and carried his 
body down to the car. Kutthalingam and I found 
a place by the sea, and there, together, we buried 
him, and the last of my childhood. 


After this I lived a lot of my life outside the flat. 
I played cricket, but this was the only time I 
really sought company. Mostly I took long soli- 
tary walks, or sat in restaurants by myself, 
drinking coffee and reading. What I needed 
most, I suppose, was a girl-friend, but at fifteen 
I was too shy and pimply to make advances to 
anyone. 

_ The magazine which had published my first 
story, The Illustrated Weekly of India, now 
published some of my poems as well. The edi- 
tor, Shaun Mandy, a large, benevolent Irishman, 
praised the ones he published: the ones he did 
not, he sent back with one-word comments blue- 
pencilled on the margins. He liked long words: 
“elliptical, he would write, or “rebarbative”, 
and generally I had to look them up in the dic- 
tionary. However, Shaun Mandy was very kind: 
one day he asked me to havea drink with him, 
in his house by the sea. It was the first time we 
had met, and his bearer had mixed a quantity of 
Tom Collinses. I accepted six of these gratefully. 
Though they were the first spirits I had drunk 
(my father occasionally allowed me a beer) they 
had no effect on me, except to make me more 
talkative than usual. I told Mandy my problems. 
“Well,” he said, “my assistant editor, Nissim 
Ezekiel, is a poet. You ought to get together 
with him. He’s quite young. And by the way,” 
he added, “how old are you?” I told him, and 
he seemed stunned. “Do you have much ex- 
perience of drinking?” he inquired. Not wishing 
to seem backward, I implied that I was never off 
the bottle. He said dazedly, “I had heard that 
young people were now more advanced than 
they used to be, but, my God——” 

A few days later I received a letter from Nis- 
sim Ezekiel. I had read some of his poems in 
the Illustrated Weekly, and, even at my uncritical 
age, could see that they were a lot better than 
anything else there. Moreover, he had published 
a volume of verse in England. I was deeply 
honoured when he asked me to have a coffee 
with him, and went to the rendezvous with a 
large folder full of carefully typed poems. 

He was a slight young man, pale-skinned and 
bespectacled. He turned my poems over in long, 
‘somehow disdainful fingers. “These are not 
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poetry yet,” he said, his words penetrating icily 
to my heart, “but,” he added, “they show some 
talent. Let us take a short walk.” 

We walked by the seafront. To walk there 
at evening, alone, made me dizzy and electric, 
when I inhaled the smell off the withdrawn 
waters, mingled with the occasional scent of a 
woman passing by, and looked at the glistening 

tearful rocks and the final streaks of sunset in 
the sky. To walk there with an actual poet, even 
though he did not consider me to be one, made 
each moment terrible and joyful. When Ezekiel 
spoke to me of his views on poetry, it was as 
though he had unlocked a box full of unheard 
whispers. “Naturally people in India will praise 
you,” he said in his dry and cryptic voice. “There 
are no good critics here. The critical standards 
are appalling. Don’t accept praise easily. You 
must work on your verse.” 

Though his words shrivelled my confidence, 
they increased my desire to write well. The 
further this secret, this mystery, floated away 
from me, the harder I pursued it. My meetings 
with Ezekiel became weekly, and always fol- 
lowed an identical pattern: we had coffee ina 
seafront cafe, when I showed him my new work, 
and then walked along the front, and he would 
discuss it. That is to say, he would scissor it 
softly to pieces: then, into my dismay he would 
drop the two words of hope: “Work harder.” 
So long as he did not despair of me, neither did 
I. I worked harder. I read the poets he recom- 
mended, arid critical books which he lent me. I 
mostly found the latter very dull, except the 
essays of Pound and Eliot, and some of the early 
work of Leavis. But I ploughed through them. 
Ezekiel had introduced me to the idea that mine 
was not merely a gift that had floated down on 
the wind, but a craft I must study, and know 
intimately, before I could do it well, 

“As Yeats said,” Ezekiel would remark cry- 
Ptically, as we paced our darkened Shore, “we 
must labour to be beautiful.” 


My grandfather died. | remembered what he 
had once said to me, but no longer resented it: 
however, I had had no real contact with him far 
years. Sometimes we drove down to Santa Cruz 
on Sunday for lunch. This Was a contrast to 
home because there we ate English food roast 
beef on Sundays: at my grandfathey’s house the 
old Indian Christian life remained, and his dauoh. 
ters cooked dishes which had Perhaps once been 
Portuguese, before the Indian Proselytes touched 
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them with spices: black sausages, rather Similar 
to a Spanish chorizo, but much hotter, Pork 
curries, and sweetmeats made with cinnamon 
and coconut, My grandfather, at the head of the 
table, said Grace before and after meals, With 
father and I standing rather embarrassin 
oral I neither liked nor disliked my Bes) 
father, and felt no emotion at all when I hearg 
of his death. It came suddenly, through a heart 
attack, in the night. Next morning my father 
and I drove down to Santa Cruz (my mother, 
who hated my grandfather, would not come) and 
found all the shutters drawn at Crossville. Inside 
the whole household was gathered in the main 
room, all weeping, the women occasionally emit- 
ting high, strident cries. Upstairs my grand- 
father lay, tiny and withered, on the bed where 
he had died. He looked nearly the same as usual, 
except for a bandage round his chin, which kept 
his mouth closed. 

I was repelled by the wild cries downstairs, 
but not by the fact of death. At last something 
private and mysterious had enveloped my grand- 
father. I was not distressed, but was moved by 
the privacy around him. The funeral was next 
day, and my father sent me posthaste back to 
town to buy a black suit. 

Next day my grandfather was buried in the 
local church-yard, near my grandmother. I re- 
member afterwards my father and I stood at the 
churchyard gate, receiving the condolences of 
the mourners. it was muddy underfoot and 
cloudy overhead. I kept hitching up the trousers 
of my new suit, which were rather long, so that 
they shouldn’t be marked by the mud under 
Which my ancestor lay. The people coming up 
Were mournful in appearance, and clasped the 
right hands of my father and myself with both 
eae aly into our eyes as they 
sincerely . oye Pee eaveiely sory a 

I was not Sorry that my grandfather was 
dead. He had achieved dignity, after years of 
ue and eczema, In a dreamy mood, I felt sorry 
Or these People who clasped my hand and ap- 
Peared so sad. As they clasped my hand there- 
fore, and said how sor ee AEU dat 
them reassuring] Ae ey were, I smile 
Y> and said in tones of equal 


sincerity, “Don’t - : 
quite all right,» "OTY about it. It’s really 


whispering tones gathered in knots on the road, 
me. Though | cach other, and staring back at 
the first ti was unaware of the fact, it was 

Ime | had Justified the reputation for 
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madness which was to follow me through the 
Catholic community in India. 


On my sixteenth birthday, my father took me 
out to dinner. I ate frogs’ legs and chicken 
supreme in a large hotel. “The best frogs, saheb,” 
the waiter said. “They coming from a well in 
the courtyard.” I didn’t care where they came 
from: chewing them, in evening dress, like my 
father, I felt my maturity had arrived. It hadn’t, 
quite: | eyed the girls in the cabaret with a sad 
lust: not only had | never slept with, but I had 
never had a relationship with any girl ever. 

“We'll have to think of what you’re going to 
do,” my father said. “In a few years you'll have 
to earn your own living.” Importantly I said 
yes, I was going to be a poet. Ezekie! had intro- 
duced me to Rimbaud, I had read all his poetry, 
and the Starkie biography, and I intended to be 
like Rimbaud, maudit, at the age of twenty giv- 
ing it all up with a gesture to sell guns and slaves 
in exotic places. 

“For a start,” said my father, “you ought to 
go to Oxford.” 

Rimbaud hadn’t been, but lots of poets had. 
“OK,” I said. 

“You'll have to pass exams to do that. Will 
you try?” 

“OK,” I said. “I'd like to study French.” 

“There’s an Alliance Francaise here. You can 
go to that. But you'll have to go to school as 
well.” 

The poet was willing: smiling wryly and cyni- 
cally, as Rimbaud must have smiled, he lifted a 
glass of what, in prohibition Bombay, was un- 
fortunately only lemonade, to his lips and mur- 
mured, “Very well.” 

So a couple of weeks later, I commenced 
lessons at the Alliance Francaise. I had private 
lessons, from the wife of the director. She was 
young and pretty, blonde, and her name was 
Colette. I immediately fell in love with her. 

I started my lessons with a curious amount 
of knowledge. Though I was totally ignorant of 
spoken French, I had acquired a French dic- 
tionary and with it had been deciphering the 
origional versions of poems by Rimbaué, Ver- 
laine, and Apollinaire. My first appeal to Co- 
lette was for help with the poems of Laforgue 
and Corbiere, but she was adamant in her wish 
that I should learn the parts of speech, gram- 
matical constructions, etcetera, before I at- 
tempted more specialised flights. I learnt 
quickly, however, impelled partly by a desire to 
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read French poetry, and partly to please Colette. 

We sat on a sofa in the Alliance office, with 
books spread out on alow table before us. Some- 
times, when she leant towards me to emphasise 
a point, her fair, coarse hair brushed my face. 
Her blonde smell excited me, but in a manner 
by no means lustful. She was the first woman I 
had seen much of who was not a relative: the 
flexibility and softness of a woman’s hands and 
skin at close quarters filled me with a sort of 
baffled adoration. Through her I yearned to- 
wards the entire sex,marvellous and unattainable. 

She was an amateur of the arts, typical, 
though I did not know this, of a certain kind of 
woman. She acted in plays put on by the Alli- 
ance, and in her adolescence, she told me, had 
written poetry. I showed her my poems, and 
together we translated some of them into French. 
This made me feel very close to her. 

Eventually I wrote a poem called “French 
Lesson”, which was about her. It explained to 
me what I did not know: that we didn’t under- 
stand each other. Most of my poems hitherto 
were written on a sort of insistent impulse, a 
thythm that sang itself in my head and wanted 
to be fleshed out with words. I threw the words 
down on paper quickly, trying to fix the rhythm 
before it left me. ý 

But with this poem it was not merely that. I 
fixed my words down like butterflies with de- 
licacy and care, and felt the object that was 
being made by my hands. The shaping and 
polishing of the object outlasted the first im- 
pulse, so that I worked a long while on it. More- 
over, whereas normally before my’ poems rose 
from other poems I had recently read, in this 
one I tried to express my own emotions with 
precision. When I showed it to Ezekiel, I got a 
reaction that amazed me, the reaction I had al- 
ways wanted from him. He read it carefully 


„several times, and nodded his pale intellectual 


head. “Congratulations,” he said. “This is a 
good poem. It’s the first poem you've ever 
written.” 

It surprised me then, though it would not 
surprise me now, that having written this poem 
for Colette, my emotions towards her first cool- 
ed and then froze, and I stopped my lessons at 
the Alliance. 


Since the death of Kumar, I had gone deliberate- 
ly out of my way to hurt my mother. It was 
seldom that I addressed a civil word to her. I 
would abuse the Catholic Church, and she, a 
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rosary in her hands, would beg me to stop. Or 
else, more hurtful to her still, I would tell her 
of my plans to study abroad. She must have 
been aware that eventually she would lose me 
physically, as already she had Jost me mentally, 
but it was a knowledge she resisted. I was the 
apple of her eye. and my very presence in the 
flat, even when I wouldn’t speak to her or was 
tude, made her happy. 

The impending threat of my departure, and 
my constant harping on it, triggered off all the 
suppressed illness left in my mother. Daily she 
grew worse. My father awoke one night to find 
her standing over his bed, a knife in her hand. 
After that he always locked his bedroom door. 
She blamed him for intending to send me 
abroad, and was intolerable when he was at 
home. She also attacked the servants several 
times. The flat resounded once more to the 
sound of shouts and breakages. I shut myself 
away from it, and wrote. 

One still, burning afternoon, I was at work 
when I heard my mother scream hysterically 
outside, and then the crash of crockery. I heard 
the frightened voices of the Servants, then a 
Succession of thunderous sounds, as of furni- 
ture being overturned. As always when my 
mother’s attacks started, I felt utter terror take 
hold of me, and then a fierce, almost imper- 
sonal anger. Objects and people were not to be 
treated like this. I unlocked the door and went 
out. 

In the drawing-room my mother stood, hair 
flying, eyes rolling, the image of my childhood 
ogre of Ceylon. She clutched a knife in her left 
hand, and was brandishing it in the faces of the 
terrified servants, who stood in a line before 
her. With her free hand she slapped out indis- 
criminately at them, while they tried helplessly 
to shelter themselves from the blows. Around 
her on the floor were the fragments of every 
breakable object in the room, and furniture 
Overturned in an unsymmetrical, brutal way. 
My terror and anger twisted in me, and. m 
anger rose above my terror. It was the terror of 
the servants which made this happen. They 
were poor and helpless, they depended on us 
that was the only reason they suffered this so 
tamely, and confusedly I thought my mother 

must know this. I stepped up to her and pulled 
the knife out of her hand. In doing this I gashed 
my fingers, but didn’t notice. My mother turn- 


ed with a loud, chilling cry, and flew at me with 
her nails. 
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As I wrestled with her, I breathlessly Order. 
ed the servants back to the kitchen. They fled, 
I remained locked with my mother, swaying 
obscenely across the wrecked room. Her strength 
was terrifying, but more terrifying was the fact 
that she seemed incapable of speech: she simply 
shrieked, and struggled. Finally I broke free of 
her, and stepped back. She stood before me, a 
wild, frantic figure, still shrieking. A vague idea 
of stopping hysterics mixed with my anger and 
disgust, and my hand swung out of its own 
volition and hit her very hard across the face. 

At the moment | did this I felt, as I had 
often felt in moments of complete calm, that 
l was separate from my name and body, a 
spectator of all this. My mother’s head snapped 
sideways from my slap, and blood appeared on 
her face. It was my own blood, but this I did 
not know. We stood rigid, and she stared at me 
with absolutely normal eyes, which dilated slow- 
ly and overflowed with tears. 

I knew in that instant that something final 
had happened. Pity for my mother flooded my 
whole body. I stepped forward, intending, I 
think, to put my arms round her, but, still 
trembling with sobs, she swung away and ran 


_ out of the room. 


I had just become aware of the pain of my 
cut hand when from the back of the flat I heard 
another scream and a really appalling crash. 
When I got to my mother’s bedroom I dis- 
covered that she had Picked up a large chair 
and thrown it through the window. She was 
now lifting another. When | rushed up she turn- 
ed. Her face, terribly distorted, was covered 
with blood and tears, and there was foam on 
her lips. Her eyes were totally impersonal: they 
Seemed to look at me with a faint curiosity, as 
at something they had not seen before. She 
tossed the heavy chair over the verandah rail, 
ae ran to the telephone and called my father. 
i as l explained to him what had happen- 
a ; at echoed with crashes, My mother had 

sed to scream, but she was throwing every 
ct, Systematically, one by one, 
As I finished my call, she 
telephone, breathing heavily, 
Ppearing now not to see me at 
€ telephone and pulled it com- 
i e wall. 
poke to her, but h d not to 
hee she seemed ni 
artes caen, where the terrified ser- 

re huddled, and told them to leave the 
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flat. After that I left it myself. My whole body 
shook uncontrollably, as though I was very 
cold. Downstairs, a large crowd stood and stared 
up at our windows. From them, every few 
minutes, like deformed birds, a chair or table 
would erupt, and crash to the hot concrete 
beneath. The crowd turned a hundred heads 
and stared at me, and I stood there shaking, and 
stared back. Then our car came flying up the 
drive. My father and two doctors stepped out, 
paused to reassure themselves I was safe, and 
ran upstairs. The known familiar arm of Kut- 
thalingam enclosed my shoulders. He was near- 
ly in tears. He led me, hiccupping, to the car, 
and miade me sit down. I wept, and the crowd 
stared in through the windows. 

My father came back. He stood abstractedly 
- by the car door, biting his nails. 

“She’s locked the doors. She won’t open 
them. They’re trying to persuade her now.” 

One of the doctors ran downstairs. 

“This is no use. She will not open the doors. 
There is only one thing to do. We must certify 
her insane. Then we will break down the door, 
and tomorrow she can be committed to an 
institution.” 

‘My father brushed his hand _indecisively 


across his brow. Then, in a shaky voice, he — 


said, “I swore once I would never do that. I 
have never done it, all these years.” 

Irritably the doctor said, “What is the alter- 
native? She is a public menace at present. The 
police will be here soon. Besides, reflect . . - - 


it is very likely that she will do herself some 
injury.” 

The argument continued. The furniture had 
ceased to fall. The crowd buzzed and stared 
alternately at the windows and at us. Angry 
neighbours came up. “We shall telephone the 
police,” they said. After twenty minutes, my 
father’s lips twitched a little, as though they 
were dry. He said to the doctors, “Very well.” 

“It would be better if you went away now,” 
they said, suddenly kind. “Your presence will 
only excite her.” i 

We drove to friends nearby. Their quiet flat 
filled with their solicitude. They fussed over 
me, while my father intermittently used the 
telephone. It told him what had happened, 
hour by hour. My mother, under heavy seda- 
tion, was in a clinic. She had been certified in- 
sane, and found a place as a private patient in 
the Bangalore mental home, the best in the 
country. The doctors were to fly her there the 
next day. 

It was as though she had become inanimate, 
like a parcel or letter, to be sent from place to 
place, to be controlled by the authorities. She 
had been detached from my life. Yet vivid in 
my mind was the moment I had slapped her 
that afternoon, when above the smeared blood 
on her face the eyes of a hurt person stared 
back at me and filled with tears. My own un- 
shed tears were for that face, which stood clear 
in my mind, and brought with it the first ache 
of the guilt that I feel still. 


maane 


The towers of the unwashed hospital, 
The black house in which everyone is sick, 
Throw shadows in the conteng wie the tall 
Fidgety prince still paces with is book. 
EMeincholy Prince” from JOHN NOBODY (1965) 


WAS NOW AT school. It was a Catholic 
missionary school, a large grey barracks 
patrolled by Jesuits, with arid stretches of play- 
ing field. By the gates stood an ugly church. A 
monsoon wind had blown the steeple off, and 
it was never replaced in my time. 

Most of the boys in this school were Catho- 
lics. | was prejudiced against them. Partly this 
was because of the associations the religion had 
for me with my mother and other members of 
the family, partly because these boys had an 
unquestioning attitude, not only towards their 
faith but towards everything, conservatives at 
fifteen and sixteen. The priests walked affec- 
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tionately through their flocks, laying hands on 
first one, then another, christened head. To- 
wards the non-Christian boys their attitude was 
more ambivalent. 

I found to my dismay that I had to atiend 
Catechism classes. There was no escape from 
this, it was my first collision with institutional 
discipline: so I had to sit daily through an in- 
explicable half hour in which the teacher ex- 
plained to us that our unchristened schoolmates 
were pagans, and would go to hell, unless we 
converted them. He urged us to speak to them 
constantly on the subject of religion, and at- 
tempt to fetch them to church services, so that 
they could see how splendid Catholicism was. 
Once I queried the necessity for this, and there- 
after the stock witticism from the teacher was 
to urge my classmates to perform the same 
service for me as they were supposed to for the 
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pagans. Some of them actually did: with pious 
faces, they talked to me about religion, and 
tried to lend me Catholic books. Finally I de- 
termined to register protest. I was just starting 
tq read Marx, a man whom the teacher assured 
us was at that very moment roasting unhappily 
in hell. At the next Catechism class, I opened 
a copy of Das Kapital, and propped it on my 
desk, the cover turned towards the teacher. He 
noticed it at once, and his face reddened fierce- 
ly, as though at an affront to his modesty. “I 
shall confiscate that book,” he said, snatch- 
ing it from my desk, “and I shall burn it.” The 
burning of books confirmed my opinion that 
religion was uncivilised, but I felt I had made 
my gesture. 

Eventually I made friends with two “pagan” 
boys. These were Mickey, a Moslem, and Satish, 
a Hindu. We began to go about together, and 
one day one of the priests, a Spaniard, called 
me aside after class. “Why is it,” he demanded, 
“that you have not made friends with some 
good Catholic boy?” 

“I prefer the friends I have.” 

“They are pagans, my son,” he said gravely. 

“They are more intelligent than the Catho - 
lics.” 

He gave me a look, a sorrowful, missionary 
look. “You are mad, my son,” he informed me, 
and swished away, harnessed like a camel into 
his white cassock. I have an idea that it was 


my supposed unbalance that saved me from 
2xpulsion. 


Meanwhile I worked on my poetry harder than 
ever. My head was full of unresolved words and 
lines which, like someone constructing a puzzle, 
I fitted into poems till they worked. After the 
boredom and dust of a day at school, I felt 
a vibration of pure power when I sat down at 
my desk. Here the words and I were equal 
masters: like a wrestler, I bent back and let the 
words take me, then with a twist of the wrist 
I was on top, forcing them slowly into place. I 
was still seldom satisfied with anything I wrote 
but I occasionally felt that tremor of excitement 
which meant I had succeeded, to me still the 
most potent excitement in the world. Even 
Ezekiel was sometimes pleased: and he now 
talked to me on equal terms, as one poet to 
another. 
Stephen Spender came back to Ind; 
visit. Ever since I had met him, sere 
he had become a hero of mine. He had been the 


62 


son ever to tell me that perhaps I wags 
Bee ard I attached considerable importance 
to this. When he arrived in Bombay, I left a 
folder of poems at his hotel, with a request that 
he read them. The next few days passed in a 
frenzy of anticipation, yet when his reply came 
I could hardly believe it. It said he had liked 
the poems very much, and invited me to break- 
fast next day. , 

I arrived at the hotel early, and sat in the 
car with Kutthalingam for the best part of an 
hour, feverishly consulting my watch every few 
minutes. Kutthalingam laughed gently at my im- 
patience, and inquired who the gentleman was. 
A poet, I said, he wrote poetry, but it was no 
use: he didn’t understand the English word. 

Presently it was time: I rushed into the 
hotel and demanded Mr. Spender from the desk 
clerk. The minutes it took him to come down 
in the lift seemed endless, then suddenly he was 
there, immensely tall, white-haired, with large 
sea-coloured eyes looking down out of a very 
pink face. Over breakfast, while I sat in silence, 
he talked in a gentle, rather precise voice about 
poetry. “Writing it,” he said, “is like looking 
into a mirror, and after a while the face in the 
mirror becomes terrible.” I did not understand 
what he meant, but agreed that I had often felt 
this myself. He looked at me rather quizzically 

After a while I was emboldened to ask him 
about other English poets I admired. He knew 
them all, and talked of them, sometimes with 
little barbs of amused, fraternal malice. At these 
moments his face flushed deeply, and broke 
into an enormous, astonished smile. The idea 
that poets, the godlike ones who sat on moun- 
tains, were people like myself was new to me. 
I rather liked it. 
__He spoke of my own poetry. “It’s very 

uenced by Rimbaud,” he said, “isn’t it? And 
the symbolists? You'll write a different kind of 
poetry when you're older.” And, .reflectively 


Over his coffee, “What do you want to do? 


Besides write poetry, I mean?” 


then fell silent. re my plans for Oxford, an 


te cervards I had always imagined that ! 
impossible, +2, POS, but this, he said, was 
vent €. There was no money in it. However, 
was ties, me had always been something that 
the bank aes of it, lying so thickly in 
it all. 1; at nobody knew what to do Wi 
would obtae writ must be easy to obtain. I 
obtain it somehow. I told Spender this. 
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Also I said I wanted to settle in England. I had 
never really reflected on this before, but as I 
said it, it seemed to become true. England, for 
me, was where the poets were. The poets were 
my people. I had no real consciousness of a 
nationality, for I did not speak the languages of 
my countrymen, and therefore had no soil for 
roots. Such Indian society as I had seen seemed 
to me narrow and provincial, and I wanted to 
escape it. As I spoke to Spender, reasons wheel- 
ed and fell into place around me, and I con- 
vinced myself. 

Spender said, very kindly, that if I needed 
‘any help in England, he would help me. I thank- 
ed him very much and left the hotel, my feet 
airborne. After that I met him twice or thrice, 
and, speechless with excitement, saw him off 
at the airport. As he was saying goodbye, I ask- 
ed if he remembered meeting me as a small boy, 
a few years before, and saying that perhaps I 
was a poet. 

To my disillusionment, he said he didn’t 
remember. 


Spender’s encouragement gave me a feeling of 
exhilarated power, which I took into the de- 
crepit grey barracks of the school with me. I 
came top of the class, and entered for an essay 
competition sponsored by the Government, the 
prize for which was a trip to America. My essay 
was declared to be the best, but the Govern- 
ment turned me down because I did not speak 
Hindi. A baffled, cheated feeling came over me. 
Now positively I did not want to stay in India. 
But in the meantime, with my friends, Satish 
and Mickey, I started a school magazine un- 
originally called The Monthly Review. The 
headmaster agreed to have it cyclostyled on 
the school machine, which from his point of 
view was a mistake. The first issue contained an 
article on sex, several obscure and sexual poems 
by me, and a study of Auden which applauded 
his support of the Republicans in the Spanish 
war. The headmaster, himself a Spaniard, was 
particularly annoyed by the last. The three of 
us received a furious lecture in his study, and 
permission for the magazine was withdrawn. By 
this time, however, we had circulated it through- 
out the school. It gave us great pleasure to see 
groups of small boys poring over the text in the 
playing fields, till an irate Jesuit, cassock flut- 
tering, snatched their copies away. ; 
We next launched a production of Julius 
Caesar. The headmaster agreed to let us per 
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form it on Speech Day. I directed it, being too 
shy to appear in a toga. We rehearsed in the 
gymnasium, and | organised battle scenes on a 
technicolour scale. On the day, however, we 
discovered that the actual stage was about a 
quarter the size of the rehearsal room. It was 
too late to do anything about it: watched by a 
bored horde of parents, the battles raged, and 
centurions dropped like flies. Once Brutus had 
impaled himself, the stage was packed solid 
with corpses. Mark Antony and his friends, wait- 
ing for their final entrance in the wings, asked 
me for instructions. “Walk over them,” I said, so 
they did. But the dead rose, with cries of pain, 
when stepped on, and the curtain dropped on a 
stage filled with resurrected corpses struggling 
with their slayers. 

In between all this, Mickey, Satish and my- 
self wandered through the day looking for en- 
tertainment. At lunchtimes we repaired to a 
filthy little cafe across the road and smoked 
cigarettes. The cafe had a small balcony, which 
contained a stained, chipped wooden table and 
some chairs, and we made this our own. Here 
we sat, Mickey with a cherubic face and curly 
hair, Satish, who had European blood, fair-hair- 
ed and pale-eyed, myself with a Byronic haircut, 
all three with incipient acne, blowing the smoke 
of cheap cigarettes inexpertly across the table 
as we talked of religion and sex. We felt entire- 
ly adult at such moments. 

It didn’t last: when school broke up all three 
of us lounged about, casually, outside the west- 
ern gateway. None of us ever spoke of why we 
were there, but all of us knew: it was through 
this gateway that the female staff of the school 
passed on their way home. Some of the teachers 
were young and pretty: under lowered lids, we 
brooded over their breasts, their neat waggly 
bottoms: when the last one had left we lounged 
away. The dust of the trampled playing fields 
was white on our shoes and brown on our white 
trousers. 


The School Certificate examinations came and 
went: slowly, in along hot room filled with the 
scratchy sound of pens and the shuffled shoes 
of invigilators. 1 obtained the six distinctions 
I required to qualify me for Oxford. But the 
road was not yet fully opened. I still had to 
find a college to take me. A long triangular cor- 
respondence started between my father in Bom- 
bay, Stephen Spender in London, and Nevill 
Coghill, to whom Spender had recommended 
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me, in Oxford. 

While all this was resolved, I remained foot- 
loose. The empty flat seemed enormous, and I 
sat in it and wrote, and sometimes thought of 
my mother. She seemed smaller and more re- 
mote as the months passed, but | thought of 

her now as she had been in my earliest child- 
hood, and was filled with love and piety. Neither 
my father nor I were allowed to visit her: she 
was making a good recovery, the doctors said, 
and to see us would be a setback. 


Sex was very much on my mind at sixteen. 
Anything`to do with women had the power to 
excite me, but Aunt E. undressing was still vivid 
in my memory, and a brassiere outlined under 
a thin blouse, or seen in a shop window, made 
my mouth dry and drained my breath. Aunt E. 
in fact, remained the centre of my diffused lust. 
She was the only woman I have ever met whom 
I thought of purely as a sexual object. For six 
years I had been staring intently at her magni- 
ficent bosom. I thought of her less as a person 
than a pair of breasts. 

After my mother went to hospital, Aunt E. 
came several times to the flat to help pack and 
store away her jewellery and clothes. Visually, 
this was a godsend to me. The process of pack- 
ing demands that one bend over a good deal, 
and every time Aunt E. did so, my eyes flew 
down her neckline and settled between the 
ample doves of her breasts, nested tremulously 
in a pink nylon brassiere. This happened so 
often that one day it became too much for me 
to bear. Looking down at her as she packed, I 
suddenly found myself saying, “Do you know 
Keyt’s translation of the Krishna poem3?” 

Aunt E., somewhat to my disappointment, 
straightened up. She said she didn’t. 

“Well, it says,” I babbled on rather hysteri- 
cally, “that Radha’s breasts are like melons 
shaking in the wind. Your breasts —” 

It was the first thing remotely resembling 
a pass I had ever made, and it went down very 
badly. Aunt E’s splendid bosom swelled out 
still further, and she said, with Precisely the 
correct mixture of dignity and reproof, “It’s 
disgusting that a boy of your age should have a 
mind like that.” Then she went home. 

I find this episode now rather funny, but at 
the time it shattered the little Sexual confidence 
I had. For days after, 1 burned with shame at 
the memory. Carefully I examined my face in 
the mirror, to find out if I was as hideous as | 
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seemed to myself. On the whole, I felt that I 
airy references to the mirror were interrupt- 
ed one evening by a visitor. She was a family 
friend who had not called for some time, a wo. 
man of about forty, handsome in a tired way, 
My father was out, as I explained to her, pour- 
ing out his beer for myself meanwhile, and my 
mother was in hospital. She raised her eyebrows, 
a habit of hers. She had not heard about this, 
So I told her about it while she studied me 
with hooded, rather alcoholic eyes. “Poor boy,” 
she said, “poor boy,” and laid her thin leaf- 
veined hand on my hand. “You must come and 
see me,” she said, and her hand fluttered to my 
knee. “Come and have a drink with me tomor- 


row.” Her eyebrows rose as though in surprise . 


at herself. 

Next day, in her flat, she seduced me, or 
tried to. My recollections are not very clear, 
but it was not a success at all. Still, I was grate- 
ful to her. Now, to add to my other neuroses, 
I had fears about my virility, but another part 
of my confidence had been restored. I no long- 
er felt that I was totally undesirable. 


Suddenly I started to move towards life. Mr. 
Christie, the Principal of Jesus College, wrote to 
say he would give me a place provided I passed 
the College éntrance paper in English, and the 
University entrance paper in Latin. I hadn’t 
done Latin in school, and he suggested that I 
come to London at once and attend a crammer 
there. It was settled swiftly, and my passage by 
sea was booked for August of that year, 1955. 

There was still a few months left, but al- 
ready I felt in transit. Wherever I went in Bom- 
bay I experienced an ache of nostalgia, as 
though this was the last time I would ever visit 
this particular place. The brown-skinned peo- 
ple of whom I was one swirled past me like the 
sea outside the window. I had separated myself, 
to stand on the unknown mournful rocks left 
when the tide had passed. 

I developed what | had not had before: 4 
pues detached love for the country of my 
; a nathe love one might have for a former mis- 
Pan ie that Thadn’t really seen much 0 
AR ae recited to remedy this. My father 
h it. “From now on,” he said, “you'll 

ave to rely on yourself. 5 i well 
get used to it.” Ti ee acai 
mon it.” Put like this, the idea gave me 
ow and apprehensive feeling. 


I travelled north to Kashmir, which I loved. 
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Srinagar, with its blue lakes and waterways 
filled with houseboats: a shikara at night mov- 
ing.on the smooth water, the smelly boatmen 
whistling and murmuring like an aviary, the 
lights of other boats dimly hinted at across the 
lake: these filled my notebook with poems, till 
I rode up into the mountains on a pony, slept 
ina tent by a glacier, and contracted pneumonia. 
My remaining memories of Kashmir are of the 
smell of illness. Eventually 1 was flown back to 
Bombay and put to bed at home. My first 
essay at relying on myself had not been wholly 
successful. ; 

When I recovered, I set off for the south. I 
stopped at Aurangabad, from which I made ex- 
cursions to the Ajanta caves and the temple at 
Ellora. The Ajanta frescoes and the Ellora tem- 
ple, which, hewn from the hillside rock, appear- 
ed to hang and float in the midge-shimmered 
air, brought me an awareness of what it was I 
intended to leave. The frescoes and the temple 
were beautiful, but they were not alive. The 
sun had blared down on' them, the rain had 
eroded them, for centuries: and sun and rain 
had shrunk the people, scratching the earth 


with wooden ploughs in the fields around. There 


seemed to be no definite past or future. The two 
were mixed, like the people, as in a dream. The 
talent I had was not a talent that could wake 
this country, SO my duty to my talent exceeded 
my duty to the country. What my talent want- 
ed was a defined tradition, hard outlines, soil 
for its roots. It wanted to move from dream to 
réality. 


Further south, when I drove from Mysore to 


Hallebidh and Belur, abandoned temples erect- 
ed before Christ, 1 grew even more conscious 
of this. The temples, carrying on their sails of 
stone a profusion of carved lovers, monkeys, 
fruit, and leaves, stood amidst a dull, scrubby 
waste, beaten by the sun. Near each was a teem- 
ing village, where dogs and children nosed one 
another outside the shabby huts. At Belur I in- 
quired where I could go to the lavatory: they 
showed me to a courtyard behind the village. 


The whole floor was 4 sea of human excrement, 


several inches thick, of different colours and 
textures. Bare footprints on the surface showed 
where the last person had entered, and a thun- 
der of flies filled the air. Through my digust 
and shock a sudden fury rose. I remembered 
Tendulkar: “Domski, they should not live like 
that. Men should not live like that.” My fury 
was directed not at the government or the peo- 
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ple but the whole country which, locked in its 
dream, had sucked them all, passive, back to the 
dream’s womb. 


My father said, “You must go and see your 
mother.” 

It was July. In a few days it would be my 
seventeenth birthday, and a few days beyond 
that, the ship that was to take me to England 
would sail. 1 had been thinking of my England 
for weeks, but did not know what I could do 
for her: the doctors still felt that we ought not 
to visit her. I reminded my father of this. 
“They’ve agreed to let you visit her,” he said. 
“So we'd better fly down to Bangalore.” 

We arrived in Bangalore on my birthday. It 
is a cantonment town, to which colonels retired 
in the British days. Except for the strong sun 
and the powdery dust, it has an English look 
about it. I didn’t see much of it, however, since 
I was expected at the hospital. Before I depart- 
ed, my father said, “The doctors say not to 
tell your mother you're leaving for England. 
They say it will excite her.” I nodded, climbed 
into the hired car and drove to the hospital. 

We entered through a gateway, which had to 
be unlocked by a turbanned servant, and drove 
to the main building. Here I met a brisk doctor. 
“Ah, yes, yes,” he said. “Your mother is ex- 
pecting you. She is all agog, by heavens! But 
please do not excite her. Her condition is very 
fine at the present, but she is sometimes 
excited.” 

We walked through the grounds, full of 
dusty trees, to a small white cottage that stood 
by itself. “Her own residence she has, you see,” 
the doctor explained proudly. As we approach- 
ed, the door opened, and my mother flew out. 
She hugged me almost desperately. I had not 
remembered she was so small, and she had be- 
come very thin, but her enormous eyes were 
alive in her pale heart-shaped face. 

“J ook at my son, Doctor. Isn’t he tall? He’s 
the most intelligent boy —” 

She took my hand, as though I were still a 
child, and led me into the cottage, chattering 
away as we went. The cottage had two rather 
sparse rooms, and a bathroom. In the front 
room a taciturn woman in a white sari folded 
her hands in welcome. “This is Mary,” my 
mother explained, “my ayah. She looks after 
me very well, don’t you, Mary?” Ayahs were 
things only children had: somehow, though, my 
small fragile mother had now the air of a child. 
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She sat me down in the best chair, and began 

to ask me if I was eating properly, if 1 was 
happy, and if I had fully recovered from my 
pneumonia. I answered all these questions in 
the affirmative: when I said I was happy, how- 
ever, a strange lost look crossed my mother’s 
pale face. 

Then she began to talk about herself. She 
was allowed to do a little pathological work in 
the hospital laboratory, which pleased her, and 
the other day, she said, she had actually been 
permitted to drive into town with Mary and 
have tea with Sir Mirza Ismail, an old friend. 
She was full of the joys of this expedition, and 
again I was reminded of a child: the simple fact 
of having had tea out of a Georgian silver tea- 
pot seemed to have delighted her beyond mea- 
sure. In this situation I felt myself to be the 
parent: she my responsibility: I felt an ache in 
my chest, of sorrow and loss, as a parent must 
when parting from an only child. 

Presently my mother said gaily, “Oh, here’s 
lunch. I ordered you a special birthday lunch, 
darling. The food here is wonderful, really top 
notch, and I told the cook to make a special 
effort.” A hand trolley, pulled by Mary, had 
appeared, and she laid lunch out on the small 
table in the corner. The food was terrible, a 
thick, lumpy soup, a segment of fried fish, some 
tough chicken and peas. I ate it all, however, 
with expressions of delight. My mother perched 
birdlike on the chair Opposite, watching me eat 
with a rapt and pleased expression. She herself 
pecked at some bread and butter and a bow! of 
yoghourt. When I pressed her to eat she giggled 
and said, “I’m watching my figure.” I looked at 
her thin arms folded on the table and did not 
reply. ` 

Finally my mother went to a cupboard and 
produced a small piece of Gruyere cheese. “You 
always used to like this,” she said, “when you 
were little; and now you're a big boy I thought 


you could have cheese after lunch. So when I ` 


went to tea with Sir Mirza the other week, I 
bought this to keep until you came.” 

At that moment I found myself in tears. My 
mother put her thin arm round me. “Don’t cry, 
darling,” she said quietly, “what’s the matter? 
I’m quite happy here, really.” I couldn’t Stop 


for a long while, and she stood by me holding 
my head against her. At length I blew my nose 
and, silently, ate the cheese. 

Through the afternoon we talked. My mo- 
ther seemed determined to show she was happy: 
she laughed, and told funny stories, about her 
girlhood and her courtship with my father, and 
my childhood. For the first time I saw her as a 
person, who thought, felt, had lived and loved 
and borne a child, and was now carried by the 
trajectory of her life into this sparse cottage in 
the grounds of a madhouse. The unbearable 
quality in this was that I felt that I was respon- 
sible for her presence here. I sat in a dull silence, 
till suddenly she said, “You'll be leaving for 
England soon, won’t you?” 

I forgot that I was not supposed to tell her. 
I could not have lied. “Yes, Next month.” 

“Well, you mustn’t forget to stock up with 
warm clothes. English winters are very treacher- 
ous, you know, and you have a weak chest. I 
had bronchitis when I was there in 1926. You 
won’t forget to buy some sweaters, will you?” 

I shook my head. She said, abruptly jocular, 
“And look out for those English girls. They’ll 
all be running after you.” She stroked my hair 
almost ruefully. “You'll be a handsome man, 
like your father.” 

Suddenly she said, “You'll be coming back, 
won’t you?” 

“Oh, well, yes.” 

. You promise?” she said, and looked at me 
intently with her enormous eyes. I saw the grey 
streaks in her hair. One last betrayal: I said, 
“I promise.” 
__ Then that’s all right,” she Said with perfect 
innocence. “I couldn’t have borne to lose you 
ogir yon know. But you’ve got to be educa- 
ed.” Then 
and we dant asked Mary to make ometa 
tor arrived. “Well, young 
> ime for you to leave. Say 
apres to your good mother.” 
„ome to the gate with you,” my mo- 
ay. OR eae ube in an embarrassed 
ENE i m not allowed that far. 


her very hard, and the 
doctor without looking a a after the 


EE E 


66 


{ r 
CCO. In Public Domain. Sri Sri Anandamayee Ashram Collect Nit?" Re vember 1968 


Digitization by eGangotri and Sarayu Trust. Funding by MoE-IKS 


After So Many Deaths 


After so many deaths, I live, and write. 
I once more smell the dew, and rain; 
And relish versing: O, my only light, 


It cannot be 
That I am he 


On whom thy tempests fell all night. 


At sixteen I came here to start again, 
An infant’s trip, where many knew to walk. 
I stumbled dumbly through the English rain, 
The literature, the drink, the talk, talk, talk ... 
“A letter” from POEMS (1960) 


NCE MORE | was ona ship. It was a 

sister of the one that had sailed us to 
Australia, but this time it was going the other 
way, my journey was irrevocable, and | was 
alone. In the blue and lazy dooryard of the sea, 
during the first days out, I brooded over books. 
They were designed to inform me about England. 
They were books of pastoral verse, by Clare, 
Blunden, Andrew Young. | read about badgers, 
flowers, and village life with pleasure, but, eye- 
ing the English people around me, also with dis- 
belief. This was perhaps fortunate. It’s silly to 
have too many illusions. 

The days before my departure had been full 
of visitors, who were full of advice. A solicitous 
old man told me how to befriend my future 
landlady. I must invite her, he said, to the pic- 
tures once a week, and after the pictures buy her 
quantities of fish and chips. “It is the common 
habit,” he informed me. “In this way all English 
landladjes expect to be treated.” But I didn’t 
intend to spend my time with landladies. Iin- 
tended to be with poets, and, if lucky, with a 
beautiful woman or three. Yet in a sense I was 
grateful to the stream of visitors: each one post- 
poned for a little my realisation of imminent 
departure. 5 

On the day, therefore, I was unprepared. At 
breakfast it occurred to me that I would mot 
again sit at table with my father for some con- 
siderable while to come. It did not affect me at 
once because I could not realise it to be true. 
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George Herbert 


After breakfast, saying goodbye to the servants, 
itaffected me rather more. By the time we drove 
to the docks, however, the familiar spectacle of 
Kutthalingam’s plump uniformed shoulders and 
bald head in front had become painful to look: 
at. While my father talked nervously, I maintain- 
ed a tremulous silence. 

It was only broken at the end. My father saw 


_me at my cabin and tipped the steward. Then 


he conducted me to the restaurant, and tipped 
the headwaiter. “Find my son a good table, 
will .you?” he said, and the headwaiter said 
effusively, “Don’t you worry, sir, I will.” Then 
the last bells went, and we emerged on deck. 
There Kutthalingam stood, weeping, and put his 
arms round me. “My young master,” he wept, 
“my young master. You coming back quickly. 
Į waiting for you.” Then he disappeared, and in 
a blur I saw friends’ faces, and shook hands 
mechanically with several people. Out of the 
blur my father’s face came suddenly clear. He 
put an awkward hand up and cuffed my ear 
lightly. “Goodbye, son,” he said very abruptly. 
“Be a good boy.” I broke my silence. “Don’t 
go,” I said, but he had gone. 

I stood at the rail of the ship, and willed my- 
self not to cry. Things blurred over once more. 
But the noise of the people around me intensifi- 
ed, and when I looked down a gulf of blue water 
lapped between the quay and the ship. I went 
down to my cabin, and intently, as though try- 
ing to hypnotise myself, read a chapter of a 
detective story. Then I felt better. The lunch 
bell hummed sonorously and I climbed to the 
restaurant. The effusive headwaiter nodded 
coolly when he saw me. “You're over there, 
young man,” he said, and waved me to a small 
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and crowded table behind a pillar in the corner. 


The first class passengers, who now formed the 
community 1 lived in, could roughly be divided 
into three kinds: English people going home, 
Indian businessmen and students, and a few 
Australians on visits to The Old Country. I 
didn’t like what I saw of any of them, and was in 
any case too shy to approach people. So in the 
first three days out I spoke to nobody except my 
cabin steward. He was a young man called Mil- 
ton, who talked to me endlessly about London 
as he made the bed. “You'll like it, you'll see,” 
he said. “There’s nowhere like it. It’s bloody 
marvellous.” My shyness appeared to astonish 
him. “It’s full of birds, up on the passenger 
decks. Why don’t you go and pick one up? 
Don’t do you any good sitting down here read- 
ing. Go on, pick a bird up, bloody marvellous.” 
His expostulations eventually drove me up on 
deck, where I sat eyeing the flying fish as they 
darted over the rough blue waves. An unread 
book fluttered gently on my knee. I was lonely. 

Amongst the other passengers who strolled 
past my solitary deckchair were an English 
mother and daughter whom my eye picked out 
frequently and sadly. They were blonde and 
beautiful, the mother a svelte woman in her late 
thirties, the cornsilk daughter about fifteen. 
The daughter fell madly in love with me in my 
fantasies, but in actuality she never spoke to me, 
nor could I ever really hope that she would. One 
afternoon, however. there was a knock on my 
cabin door. I opened it to find the blonde 
mother outside. 

“Oh,” she said, “the boy with the book. I’ve 
noticed you on deck. If you’re who I think you 
are, I knew your parents years back, in Bombay.” 

Istammered for a while, but she cut me short 
and said, “Do have a drink with us tonight. I’m 
with my daughter, and she’s about your age.” 
So, unbelieving, I said I would. That night, in 
the bar, I met the daughter for the first time. 
Seen close to, she was even more beautiful than 
l had imagined. She was also even more unat- 
tainable than I had imagined: for though I yearn- 
ed at her sadly, she ignored me from the start. 

She continued to ignore me. The ship was 
full of boisterous young people who swam, play- 

ed deck tennis, and organised f: ancy dress parties. 
It was, in fact, an idyllic place for Celia: she Was 
always bounding off to some new entertainment, 
and the only times she ever seemed bored were 
when she was with her mother and me. Then, 
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like a small cat, she would curl in a chair, her 
pink mouth widening in the most unostentatious 


‘of yawns. I suffered. 


Alice said, “It takes a long while to get to 
know my daughter.” I didn’t believe her. It 
seemed to take the lively young men on the 
sports deck a very short while to get to know 
Celia. “It’s only me,” I said dispiritedly. “I’m 
hopeless when I meet people.” Alice’s blue eyes 
dwelt on me a moment, amused yet sympathetic: 
then she began to talk about literature. 

This, indeed, was a constant topic with her. 
She had vague literary ambitions, and had been 
writing a novel, apparently, for several years. 
She knew a number of writers, of whom she 
spoke with an unaffectedness that delighted me. 
Her marriage had not been a success: she was on 
her way home to divorce her husband. When 
she spoke, in a rather wistful way, about her 
hopes for Celia, I experienced a flutter of tender- 
ness and excitement, partly because she was 
talking about Celia, partly because in her I saw 
normal motherhood in operation, which was 
new to me. Rubbing salt into my wound, I 
talked to her often of Celia. We passed a lot of 
the day together, for to my surprise she seemed 
to find me likeable. I showed her my poems, 
which she duly admired, and told her about my 
hopes, which she duly encouraged. After dinner, 
feeling very masculine, I led her to the bar for a 
drink to wind up the day. 

One morning Milton, making my bed, re- 
marked, “Still waters run deep. Coo-er, you 
quiet ones are the worst. I hear you’ve picked 
up the best bird aboard, and her only twice your 
age. Bloody marvellous.” 

He startled me. When I thought about it, I 
realised he had told me a fact | had not really 


known. I was not in love with Celia at all, I was 
in love with Alice. 


The ship nosed further north. It moved now on 


a dull sea, under a dreary sky. After Marseilles, 


when I set foot in Europe for the first time and 
failed to find it extraor 


ed, and short] 
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she had become much more. I felt that I was 
being abandoned, especially since she was going 
up to Scotland at once: but then in a subcon- 
scious way 1 supposed I wanted to be abandoned. 
In a poem written during this time there is a 
line, “I am in love and long to be unhappy.” It 
expressed my feelings perfectly, at seventeen. 

However, she was staying in London over- 
night, so I arranged to meet her for dinner. She 
gave me a telephone number, and then disappear- 
ed from my life for the last day of the voyage. 
She was packing. I tipped Milton, and he packed 
for me. | had not, at this time, ever packed a 
suitcase for myself. 

The night before we docked, I lay awake, 
looking, up through the porthole at the cold 
foreign stars. I was full of apprehension and of 
love. With half my mind I thought of Alice, the 
other half filled slowly with fear of the unknown. 
It disappeared when the next day was flooded 
with sunshine, through which, over a shrunken 
sea, the scrubby flat coast of Essex came into 
view, and slowly, groaning and hooting, while 
the decks filled with excited people, the ship 
pushed into Tilbury docks. We had arrived. 

I was met by Mulgaokar, the London corres- 
pondent of the Times of India. He was an ami- 
able, languid man, a friend of my father’s. We 


sat together in a train that roared through vista . 


upon vista of ugly prefabricated houses, laundry 
flapping sadly in the backyards. The occasional 
housewife glimpsed as we flashed by looked pale 
and scruffy. | felt a slight shock, I hadn’t realis- 
ed that there were poor people in England, and 
looked back from the window at Mulgaokar’s 
quizzical and friendly eyes. 

“Pye found you some digs,” he said. “At 
least my secretary found them. We’d better go 
and look at them first.” j 

I nodded, a little frightened at the prospect 
of digs- The train snorted its way into St Pancras, 
shuddered fastidiously and stopped. We took a 
taxi to Earl’s Court, where a sleazy landlady 
showed us to a barren cubicle on the top floor. 
“jts nice and clean,” she said, “‘and only three 
pounds a week.” Net curtains fluttered drearily 
in the windows. Mulgaokar fixed an appalled 
eye on them. “No, no, no, no,” he said, “this 
won’t do. ‘You'd better come and stay with me 
till we find you somewhere.” 

He lived, in the Edwardian style that was 
somehow part of him, in a bachelor flat in Jer- 
myn Street. Here I established myself in the 


spare room. Mulgaokar had work to do. He. 
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drew me a rough map of where we were and 
and despatched me into the unknown city. 

So I walked to Piccadilly Circus, where I had 
my first meal in London, ata Chinese restaurant. 
Then I wandered about till I came to the Odeon 
at Marble Arch. There I watched a film about 


` Ulysses. Afterwards, not being quite sure where 


Mulgaokar lived, I took a taxi back. I was very 
pleased I remember, when the driver called me 
Sir. This was the first of a sequence of taxis: 
since travel on a bus or tube involved so many 
inquiries, I preferred to iravel everywhere by 
taxi. The habit, formed then, still persists. 

Back at Mulgaokar’s, I found he had finished 
work. He yawned, which he often did, in order 
to belie the acute efficient mind behind his mask 
and said, “TIl buy you dinner. What sort of 
food do you like?” “Thanks awfully,” I said, 
“but I’m supposed to take someone out to din- 
ner myself.” 

“Oh,” said Mulgaokar, with quizzical brows. 
“Oh, really?” : 

I inquired if there was a good restaurant in 
the vicinity. “The Ritz,” he yawned amusedly, 
“is just round the corner.” I had heard of the 
Ritz. I telephoned Alice and asked her to meet 


me there. There was a rather puzzled pause, . 


then she asked if I were serious. “Of course,” 
I said, indignant. 

We met at the Ritz, and had an excellent, 
if expensive dinner. I was tremendously happy. 
and talked well, and felt I was a Londoner al- 
ready. Afterwards I took her back in a taxi to 
the house where she was staying. I had drunk a 
lot of wine at dinner, and as we passed St 
George’s Hospital | muttered, “I love you.” The 
lights of the hospital illumined her pale shocked 
face as she turned it to me: “What did you say?” 
Tentatively, I repeated it. As we jolted on, the 
lights of the hospital fell alternately on her face 
and mine, so that I had the sensation of being in 
the middle ofa slowed film. “No, no,” she said. 
“It’s absurd.” The lights fell on my face. She 
looked at me, then said very gently, “It’s not 
absurd, of course not. I’m very flattered. But, 
you know, I’m in love with someone already.” 

“Oh, Alice,” I heard my own horrified voice 
saying, and I fell forward, pushing my face into 
her cloudy, scented hair, and, my mouth full of 
it, muttering rather inarticulately, “Alice, Alice, 
Alice.” 

“Dear boy,” she said a little absently, and 
stroked my hair. I went on muttering, “Alice. 
Alice, Alice,” but somehow the hand on my hair 
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was very soothing, and it was as though the 
name Alice was somehow my mother’s name. 

\ returned home shattered, vet elated to 
know that I was capable of such unhappiness. 
Mulgaokar. when he saw me, grinned, and said 
dryly. “You have lipstick on your collar.” “I 

know,” I said, proud, remote, melancholy, and 
then I went to bed. 
That was my first day in London. 


Mulgaokar was very kind to me. He took me 
around London, explained tubes, buses, the 
scale of tips, how to use a telephone box, and so 
forth. simple but essential pieces of information: 
then he found me a small flat in Knightsbridge. 
and, after I was installed there, asked me to lunch 
once or twice a week. He was, however, the only 
friend I had. Stephen Spender was abroad: 
Alice was in Scotland. Friends of my father’s, 
to whom he had written, occasionally took me 
to dinner or the theatre, and, their duties dis- 
charged, dropped me. l was unrewardingly 
inarticulate. i 

lhad three weeks to kill before 1 went to the 
crammer’s. They passed like acons. I had 
thought I might work, but found myself utterly 
unable to concentrate. I moved through my 
small attic flat, touching objects. to reassure my- 
self that I existed. My mind, turning over slow 
and lonely as a millwheel, was empty of verse. 
Its emptiness drove me out into Londonas soon 
as | awoke. 

It was autumn, the gutters and parks of the 
city were populated with dead leaves. A shrun- 
ken sun occasionally squinted out of a cloudy 
sky. I had nowhere to go, and nobody to go 
with. I had never learned to cook: so when I 
awoke I would go to a place in Sioane Street, 
breakfast there, and read the papers. Then I 
walked to the park, and squelched my way to 
the Serpentine. There I stared at the willows 
that wept by the water for a long time. After- 

- wards I went to a coffee bar, till the pubs open- 
ed. I had a local, in which I sat apart, reading, 
drinking, and sometimes lunching. from Opening 
time till closing time. I think it was at this 
period that I developed a habit of heavy alcoho- 
lic consumption which I have never quite lost. 
There was nothing else to do: besides. it cheered 
me up, and made me more confident. After 
lunch I usually went to the British Museum. 
Wandering round, amongst other silent people, 
looking at things. soothed me: also, the first 
time | went there, I stood and stared at one of 
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the large pharaonic heads in the Egyptian room, 
and presently saw, rising from a crouching posi- 
tion of scrutiny on the floor beside it, an intent 
man whom I recognised as Henry Moore. It 
confirmed a fact I had started to doubt: artists 
did inhabit London. 

In the evening | usually went to a cinema, 
then had dinner, and then went home to bed. 
There was nothing of my own in the flat, except 
a few books, and my unused typewriter. It was 
the typewriter my father had had in Burma, in 
the war. and it gave me a sense of connection. 
Before I fell asleep I wondered what my father 
was up to in Bombay, and Kutthalingam and the 
servants: what my mother was thinking of in her 
cottage in Bangalore: and I longed for the sun. 

At last it was time for the crammer’s. I was 
glad of something to do. The establishment was 
in a large handsome house in West London. 
Somebody had lived there once. but now it was 
split into classrooms, in which the more stupid 
children of the wealthy sat and imbibed instruc- 
tion designed to squeeze them into University. 
I was anxious to make friends, but was too shy 
to approach anyone, and nobody approached 
me. The other boys split up into cliques, each 
drawn from the same public school: they talked 
of sports cars, girls, and parties: I was too ig- 
norant to interpret this type of conversation as 
a kind of insecurity. The girls, some of whom 
were very beautiful, swept scornfully in and out 
of the cliques: their high confident voices ter- 
rorised me at the time, but I now suppose they 
were rather silly too. 

However, I was as isolated as before. I had 
private tuition from the Latin coach: he was fair- 
ly young, but aged by the sub-academic world 
he lived in: a balding, shabby man, the shoulders 
of his coat snowy with dandruff. As he spoke a 
discoloured saliva oozed from the corners of his 
mouth, and was licked back, so that he gave the 
Impression that he was constantly chewing a 
thick grey blanket. He repelled me, but long 
Pees pu made him a good teacher of his 
a cea w PNY what the Oxford examin- 
to me (like a pre 'n Responsions, and he fed it 
day. By this A y eer) for several hours a 
that I did not a sod seemed so far away 
or not, but Į OA he a Yhefher bgong 
least, it gave me so mee eat eget 
teresting: poetry didn't men gio tt Was not ini 
literature: gram na, a Seme mto mon indeed 
because I had r Was all. Still, I worked at it, 

othing else to do. and lived my 


CCO. In Public Domain. Sri Sri Anandamayee Ashram Collection HAT November 1968 


Digitization by eGangotri and Sarayu Trust. Funding by MoE-IKS 


boredom hard. Then Spender returned to Lon- 
don, and the doors opened. 


The Encounter office was much smaller than | 


expected. It was tucked into a little street off 
the Haymarket, and ascending in the lift I felt a 
tremor of nerves, wondering which contributor 
might not be there; Edwin Muir perhaps or 
Koestler? Or perhaps (with another tremor) 
even Auden? 

There was nobody there, except a nice secre- 
tary. “Oh, is Stephen expecting you?” she 
asked. “Just go through there, his office is on 
the left.” 1 crept down a short passage, and 
found Spender in a room full of books and 
paintings. He loomed up from a chair to shake 
my hand, and inquired how I found London. 
“Everybody seems to be in an awful hurry,” | 
said. He laughed, and made me less nervous. I 
showed him some poems, and was delighted be- 
yond measure when he said, “We must publish 
some of them. A page of them, perhaps.” Then 
he said, “Who would you like to meet?” There 
were so many people | wanted to meet I couldn’t 
decide, but he solved my problem by saying, 
“You ought to mect Morgan Forster.” He wrote 
out a letter of introduction, and handed it to 
me. I looked at it with awe, a passport to a 
country beyond the crammer's. 

1 despatched Spender’s letter to Cambridge, 
and a few days later received a note from Forster 
asking me to tea at the Reform Club. It wasa 
dank, cold afternoon when | arrived there, but J 
warm with excitement, and entered the hallway 
pouring with sweat. The porter showed me to 
where Forster sat, in a sea of tables and sofas. 
He rose, shook hands, and said, “Don’t you find 
it cold outside?” Wiping my brow I told him 
that I found it very hot outside. He looked at 
me in a rather perplexed way, and I sat down 
beside him. 

He was a small, comfortably plump man, 
with a grey moustache in a face which, like that 
of some intelligent hare, was both inquisitive 
and withdrawn. His gentleness, which was ex- 
treme, calmed me, aud I failed to feel, as usual, 
my lack of conversation: for he had evidently 
noticed this lack, and at first he talked and I 
listened. He talked about India, then about 
Cambridge: then I felt confident enough to 
speak myself. | asked him questions about D.H. 
Lawrence and Virginia Woolf, his friends, but at 
once he appeared to withdraw. So 1 stopped. 
Our game of advance and retreat stopped too: 
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he became talkative and so did I. I talked about 
my poetry and my going up to Oxford. He 
listened attentively, like an old wise hare, sitting 
up on the grass-coloured sofa. He said, “Why 
do you not see a little of Europe? I go to Greece, 
myself, in the winter, and sometimes Provence. 
There are still places in Provence which are 
beautiful, if you know where to go. It would be 
useful if you went to Europe, before you go up 
to University.” 

He saw me off, helping me courteously into 
my overcoat in the hallway. When my coat was 
on. I asked awkwardly if he would like to read 
my poems. He withdrew once more. “I don’t,” 
he said evasively, “know much about poetry. I 
couldn’t write anything about them.” I felt that 
he misunderstood me. “I don’t want you to 
write about them, sir.” I said, “I only want you 
to read them.” It was true: I felt that the very 
fact that a writer like Forster consented to read 
my work was in itself an accolade. 


The day after I met Forster I wrote to my father 
to ask whether I could travel in Europe before 
I went up to Oxford. He replied to say that I 
could, provided my admittance into Jesus was 
definite for October 1956. My aims had now 
come clear: savagely I worked at my Latin. The 
examination day approached, and on the day 
before it | was to sit for my entrance examination 
at Jesus. One dingy day of frost and mist, I left 
London the Oxford train. 

It was the first look I had ever had at the 
English countryside: beyond Reading the mist 
lifted, and I saw the green sad fields, so civilised, 
and the hillsides beyond dotted with scrawny 
thickets that might still conceal wolves or druids. 
Then out of the fields the spires rose, and I 
arrived in Oxford on the first of many trains. 

When I reached Jesus, J still had a few 
minutes before my interview. I wandered 
through the College, its green quadrangles, its 
weathered yellow walls, and beyond them a 
hideous new wing swaddled in scaffolding. I 
hoped | wouldn’t have to live in it. Still, the 
whole atmosphere elated me. Henry Vaughan 
had been here once, and had perhaps touched 
the stones which I now touched. Very cheerful, 
I burst into the Principal's Lodgings, where my 
interview was, and found half a dozen gowned 
young men standing in the hall. “Hullow,” I 
said, “are you waiting for an interview too?” 
One of them gave me a dry smile and said, “In a 
manner of speaking. We are Fellows of the 
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College, and 1 believe you are the young man 
we are to interview.” This dampened my spirits 
considerably. 

Eventually I found myself in the Principal's 

study, facing a line of dons. In the centre the 
Principal, Mr. Christie, sat, silver-haired and 
friendly. He asked me various questions, which 
l answered, then the other dons took over. One 
of them asked me in what area, if I had lived in 
Elizabethan London, I would expect to find Sir 
John Falstaff drinking. It seemed to me an ir- 
relevant query, but I hazarded Cheapside. “No,” 
said my questioner, but Mr. Christie smiled 
benevolently. “He knows it, obviously,” he said. 
“He means Eastcheap.” 

Afterwards I was given a question paper to 
answer, and left in the Principal’s study to 
answer it. When I had finished, it was lunchtime. 
I went into the hall and found an elderly don 
there. 

“Ah, you've finished,” he said. “The Princi- 
pal told me that the College must pay for your 
lunch, since we fetched you up today. I haven't 
dined out much myself recently, but I recom- 
mend the Randolph. They do you very well 
there. Here is some money.” 

Ignoring my protests, he handed me a 
shilling. 


. I still had to wait for the results of my college 
entrance and my Latin Responsions. But the 
time now was not as tedious as it had been. On 
most Sundays I Junched with the Spenders at 
their house in St John’s Wood. Here I first met 
Spender’s wife, the pianist Natasha Litvin, a tall, 
beautiful woman whose vigorous brisk manner 
concealed great sweetness of nature, and their 
children, Matthew and Lizzie. Inarticulate 
though I still was, ] found myself able to speak 
to the Spenders: but with other guests I tended 
to relapse into a beaten silence. 

One of these guests was Cyril Connolly. | 
was so overawed when Natasha told me on the 
phone, the day before, that he would be at lunch, 
that I rushed to Simpson's of Piccadilly and 
bought a new suit. In it, I arrived in St John’s 
Wood in a state of pride and terror. Connol- 
ly was already there, with his wife, the writer 
Barbara Skelton. She lay, languidly beautiful, 
On the sofa, moving a hand like a lily over the 
weft of the carpet: he sat in an armchair, under 
a vivid Ghika. He had an attractive batrachian 
expression, and a surprisingly soft voice, in 
which he asked me. “Where did you buy that 
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suit?” 

i Very self-concious, I said, “At Simpsun’s.” 
“Hm,” said Connolly. “It doesn’t fit you.” 
This reduced me to utter silence. Barbara 

Skelton drifted a few dreamy remarks in my 
direction, and I mumbled back, aware that I was 

a bad guest, but incapable of remedying the 

situation. Finally Stephen produced some of my 

poems, and showed them to Connolly. Connolly 

read them with a furious expression, while I 

shrank back into my chair. Then he raised his 

head and said very kindly, “I like them very 
much; some of them are exquisite.” He then 
proceeded to dower me with some of the best 
criticism I have ever had in my life. This reduced 
me to silence once more, but this time a happy 
silence. Barbara Skelton read the poems, and 
handed them back to Stephen, saying absently, 

“They’re very sexy, aren’t they?” I had never 

thought of them like that before. . 
After lunch we sat in Stephen’s study and 

listened to music, the Dies Irae, and I looked at 

the shelves full of books and the paintings on 
the wall and heard the gramophone thunder and 
eddy, and thought this was how a writer should 
live. All these people seemed to belong to each 
other, to the books, the music, and the painting. 

But I didn’t belong. Perhaps. I looked at Con- 

nolly, he was tucked into his chair, his eyes in- 

ward to the music, and an expression not of 
sadness, but of actual sorrow on his face. 

These lunches at the Spenders’ sophisticated 
and toughened me. They also introduced me to 
people I would never otherwise have met at that 
time: they introduced me to literary life. Yet 
inwardly somehow I felt that this life was not 
the life that writers should lead: the pain must 
be lost, and the hard battle with words, when 
you wanted a house, a family, friends, love, 
Possessions. I didn’t really understand that 
writers are people, and that one day I should 


want and have these things myself, and be forced 
to justify them to the young. 


poets, both of whom he 
rather fey, and 
experiences in a 
Slight, with thic 
angular face. He 

After lunch, 
taurant, the sile 
drink?” | acce 


as we dispersed outside the res- 
nt poet said to me, “Care for a 
Pted, and made for the nearest 
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pub, but he caught me by the arm and conduct- 
ed me across Leicester Square into Soho. ‘“‘We’re 
closer to the clubs here,” he explained. “It’s 
nearly closing time already.” 

This young man was called Oliver Bernard. 
Later he translated Apollinaire and Rimbaud, 
but at the time I first met him he lived by oc- 
casional teaching, or work in the Post Office. 
He wrote verse, but not much of it had been 
published. He told me all this as we stood in a 
crowded Soho pub, sipping halves of bitter in 
the few minutes left before closing time. Then 
he said, “Shall we go on to a club?” 

I agreed. We walked down Dean Street and 
entered a semi-basement, a long room with a bar 
in the middle, and chairs and tables along the 
wall. It was half-lit, which was fortunate, since 
it contained some of the worst paintings I have 
seen. A small raddled woman called Jenny 
served us. “This is Jenny’s place,” Oliver 
explained. 2 

Gradually the bar started to fill. The cus- 
tomers were mostly already drunk, and they 
were all very scruffy. I was rather appalled, 
especially when a tall, skinny man with a fine 
face contorted by alcohol stumbled up and 
made a pass at me. “That’s Colquhoun,” Oliver 
said. “He’s a famous painter.” He introduced 
me to several other people, with an air of pride, 
like a ringmaster showing off his circus. We 
drank more and more. The air filled with smoke, 
raucous voices, and music. Colquhoun kept 
stumbling back to me and making passes. My 
stomach filled slowly with sour beer, and I start- 
ed to feel sick. I took a taxi home. 

Next day I had a ghastly hangover. I also 
had a note from Oliver. He apologised for the 
chaos of the previous day, and invited me to 
visit him. He lived in a small flat not far from 
my crammer’s, SO I called on him that after- 
noon. His girlfriend had just left him, and the 
flat wasin disorder. We ate baked beans on toast 
and, facing each other across a cluttered wooden 
table, exchanged poems like salutes. Af terwards 
he suggested we go back to Soho for a drink. 

Something about all this began to fascinate 
me, The disorder of Oliver's flat, the baked 
beans, the dependence on Soho for a meeting 
place, the departed mistress, were exactly what 
I had visualised literary life to be like. Moreover, 
I was still not able to write, and to be surround- 
ed by people who were writers or painters, as I 
seemed to be in Soho, gave me the illusion that 
it didn’t matter. Alone or with Oliver, I made 
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forays into Soho every night. 

The pungent smell of exotic food and peo- 
ple in the street, the pretty, waif-like gids in the 
pubs, the sense of inhabiting a village inside a 
city. intoxicated me. I became friendly with 
the drunk painter, Robert Colquhoun, and his 
friend, the painter Robert MacBryde. Once 
they knew I was not homosexual they did not 
make any passes. When sober, they were marvel- 
lous to be with. Colquhoun was very gentle, 
with a soft Scottish voice, and very intelligent. 
He had read a lot, in a scattered way, and talk- 
ed better about literature than he did about 
painting. MacBryde was small and elf-like, a 
wicked, Scots elf: he was very funny and mali- 
cious: he liked life, and was the housewife of 
the pair: a cook, a cleaner, a handyman. They 
both liked children, and were sorry, | think, 
that they obviously couldn’t have any. 

When drunk, however, they became intoler- 
able. Colquhoun was terrifying in his cups: his 
thin body seemed to buckle forward at the 
hips, while his legs weaved a wild way across the 
floor. In a thunderous, bullying voice, his eyes 
unfocused, he would demand to be bought a 
drink. MacBryde did not bully, he wheedled: 
drunkenly, tittering, he would ask for a beer, or 
money to buy beer with, since neither of them 
ever had any. Occasionally they would physical- 
ly attack each other, and sometimes appeared 
festooned with bandages and plaster. 

They had come down from Scotland together 
in the 40s, and their first exhibitions had been 
a considerable success. Colquhoun in particular 
was linked with Vaughan and Minton as part of 
the romantic movement of the period. But both 
had sold well, until they began to inhabit Soho. 
Then, like butterflies, they were pinned to a 
wheel of alcohol and crapulas. Pinned to the 
wheel, they made no effort of will. Neither 
tried to escape. Now neither had painted for 
years. Nor did they, until at the very end of his 
life Colquhoun began once more, turning out 
monotypes and drawings in a rapid, desperate 
way. At last in 1962 he had a heart attack while 
working, and died at his easel. MacBryde died 
in Dublin shortly afterwards. The lives of these 
two men described the classic parabola of the 
doomed romantic artist. Though even when I 
first met them one could see the end of the para- 
bola, I was young then and admired them, and 
did not think ita waste. Yet though one’s death 
chooses one, one should be able to choose one’s 
life. 
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I sent Nevill Coghill, who had recommended me 
to Jesus, some of my poetry. He wrote back to 
say he liked it, and on my next visit to Oxford I 

called on him in his rooms at Exeter. He was a 

tall, rather gawky man, with a handsome and 
leonine head: sprawled in a red velvet chair, 
under an old tapestry, he was exactly as I had 
imagined an Oxford don would be. In a quick, 
lisping voice, he talked of literature and writers 
he had known: he had been Auden’s tutor, and 
awed me by producing a notebook which con- 
tained the early poems. He recommended me to 
various poets ! hadn't heard of, and presented 
me with a copy of Burnt Njal. We drank China 
tea out of delicate and beautiful cups. 

Later, he came to see me in London. He 
sprawled over a small chair in my flat exactly as 
he had sprawled in his armchair at Oxford: a 
kindness and sympathy came from him that were 
almost palpable: it was as though you could 
Stretch your arm out and take them from the air 
around him. He was veiy worried about my 
loneliness: “You must,” he said, “meet people 
of you own age.” I told him about Soho, and 
he seemed shocked. He did not understand 
I felt, but with another part of my mind feared 
that perhaps he did. We had a rather scratch tea 
at that flat: I was surprised to find that I enjoyed 
it more than I would have done Soho. 

Meanwhile, news came that I had passed both 
the College and University entrances and that a 
place had been found for meat Jesus in October 
1956. I was pleased, and started to sketch out 
plans of travel. France, I thought, and Italy, and 
Greece: perhaps I could go as far as Greece. I 
read books about these three countries, to de- 
cide where I could go in each. When I told 
Oliver, he was pleased for me: he had just com- 
pleted a Christmas stint at the Post Office, and 
was tired, but his pleasure was wholly unselfish. 
It was curious, I thought, how different we both 

_ were, when we drank together away from Soho: 

absorbed in poetry, comparing notes, or merely 
talking: in Soho we were detached, wolfish. we 


hovered and surveyed the half-lit. stained tapes- 


try of drunk and lost worlds, so different from 
the antique tapestry with birds. landscapes, and 
shy, beautiful women that was mounted on 
Nevill Coghill s wall. 


Sometimes, in Soho, rumours of a party spread 
like tame fire from bar to bar. When this hap- 
pened, everyone about downed drinks and went, 
no matter whose party it was. I went to some 
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of these parties, and they always had the same 
depressive effect on me. They seemed the same: 
a few smart writers and painters, lots of scruffy 
writers and painters, red wine and the odd bottle 
of whisky, a gramophone that wailed through 
the smoke and triggered off a sudden cloud of 
couples clutching each other and moving their 
hips with expressions of languor or ecstasy. At 
the end these couples would be lying about the 
place indulging in the preliminaries to copula- 
tion. Perhaps it was sheer envy that made me 
so depressed. I was too inhibited to approach a 
girl, though the girls at these parties were usual- 
ly very approachable, and I tended to stand 
apart, watching couples pair off. Standing there, 
alone, I would think of poetry, which had after 
all brought me to this place and this pass, and 
realise that I no longer wrote it. It began to feel 
as if] never would, as though the entire meaning 
of my life had been taken away, by some un- 
known force that had begun to operate as soon 
as I had arrived in London.. It seemed ironic, 
somehow: I felt that I had finished my career in 
the city where I had hoped to start it. 

The day before I was due to leave for the 
Continent, in an icy January, I met someone in 
Jenny’s who told me he had been asked to a 
party in Chelsea. “Why don’t you come?” he 
said. I agreed. We took a taxi to the party, 
which was exactly like all other parties in one 
room. In the other room were various other 
people, including Stephen Spender. I stood with 
him for a while, but everyone here was much 
older than I was, and full of gossip which was 
incomprehensible to me. So I backed off into 
the other room. By this time everyone I knew 
there was pleasantly occupied, so after standing 
miserably around for some time I went and 
stood in the passage between the two rooms. It 
struck me that this was an image of my life at 
present: I was stuck in a passage between two 
cultures, Qr two patterns of behaviour. It was an 
easy image, but I dwelt on it lovingly, till tears 
of self-pity filled my eyes, j 
Ja peaks in the passage, a glass in my hand, 

me out into it, with another man. 

A » are you going? Perhaps 

I could give you a lift.” | thanked him and said 

Pidly towards Knights- 

m in the front and the 

back. They exchanged 

brooded in my corner. 

came only too easily in those 
ars pouring down my cheeks. 
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Spender noticed them. He slowed the car 
and said gently, “What’s the matter?” and hand- 
ed me a handkerchief. Oblivious of the stranger 
in the back, I told him what the matter was. He 
listened patiently until I had finished. By this 
time we had drawn up in front of my flat. In 
the crisp nocturnal silence, he said, “Don’t 
worry. Don’t worry. You’re very young still. 
You have to find your way, but you'll find it, 
I’m sure. You ought to be at Oxford, with 
people of your age. Then you'll settle to what 
you want to do.” 

The shadowy man in the back (I never saw 
his face) said quietly, “Stephen’s shown me some 
of your work. You have a real talent. Don’t 
worry. It will take you through this.” 

I climbed out of the car. It slid away from 
me. The night was very cold, and in the black 
sky overhead the sharp stars stood. I felt inex- 
pressibly thankful and released. While there was 
faith and charity in people, there was hope in 
me, permanent as this cold night and these sharp 
stars. 


Next day I felt very cheerful. Oliver came to 


help me pack, since I was incapable of this by 
myself. “My God,” he said, pushing down the 
lid of my case, “‘you’ll have to learn, won’t you? 
And pretty soon.” I laughed and telephoned a 
taxi. 

The Golden Arrow was standing at the plat- 
form at Victoria. I found places for my luggage 
and myself, and Oliver and I went to the buffet 
for a drink. It was cold, and little horsetails of 
mist floated idly through the station. 

“Well,” said Oliver. ‘‘You’ll be in Paris to- 
night. Bonne fortune.” 

, “And to you,” I said. “I wish you could 
come.” 

“Yes, it would be nice. Remember to look 
up David Gascoyne in Paris.” 

It was nearly time. I shook hands with Oliver 
at the barrier. A sudden rush of elation over- 
came me. 

“When I come back, I’ll have a suitcase full 
of poems. The best poems you've ever read in 
all your life. You'll see . . .” 

When the train coughed and shuffled forward 
I took my notebook out of my coat pocket, 
and started to write. 


c_o 


It was the winter of my seventeenth 
Year when I lost what some call innocence. 
Lightly that night the snow fell on Belgrade . . . 


“John Nobody” from JOHN NOBODY (1965) 


REACHED PARIS AT TWILIGHT. At 
twilight London was shabby and furtive, 
but Paris wasn’t. The bars and cafes were brilli- 
antly lit, and the people in the streets seemed in 
less of a hurry than Londoners, and also more 
pleased about their destinations. The city smelt 
interesting too, especially round the Sorbonne, 
where, on Oliver’s advice, I sought an hotel. 
When eventually 1 found one, I was thrilled by 
its large, comfortable bed and strange lavatory 
arrangements. Most of that first evening I walk- 
ed round the quais, dropping into the odd bar, 
goggling touristically at tarts, gendarmes, and 
sullen slinky Algerians. From then on, every 
day, I set off on foot early, and within a fort- 
night had more or less traversed the city. 

After that I developed a working schedule. | 
awoke at eight, and worked till ten: Then I went 
to the nearest cafe and sat there amidst the 
strong coffee smells and the posters about alco- 
holism, drinking first coffee then pastis, and 
continuing to work. What I produced wasn t 
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particularly brilliant, but at least I had the sen- 
sation of pursuing my vocation, which I had lost 
in London. 

I didn’t talk to many people, though I de- 
veloped friendships with the concierge at my 
hotel and the waiter at the cafe. Through them 
I developed a knowledge of Parisian argot, which 
later stood me in good stead. My command of 
English argot was, I realised, more limited. One 
night I was in a St Germain cafe, when a young 
American at the next table started to stare at me 
intently. Rather crossly I stared back. He rose, 
came over, and demanded in a husky whisper, 
“Are you gay?” 

I had no wish to be thought depressed, an 
object for pity. “Oh, yes,” I said, with a broad 
smile, “very gay,” and was muchrsurprised to be 
invited back to his room. It took me a long 
while to extricate myself. Many people thought 
I was homosexual at seventeen. l suppose it 
was a combination of shyness, large sad eyes, and 
longish hair. I resented it deeply. 


In Rome | found a small hotel near the station, 
devoted a fortnight to exploring the city on foot, 
as in Paris, and then evolved a new working 
schedule. It was February, and occasional 
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flutters of snow fell from a dirty sky. This ex- 
cited me because though I had seen snow lying 
still on mountains, I had never before actually 
seen it fall. I started to walk in the snow, work- 
ing poems out in my head, and I was pleased 
with the results. The feathery sting of the flakes 
aroused something rich and bitter in me, which 
I was able to transmit to paper, to my own satis- 
faction at least. I was happy in Rome, I was 
working well, and also I liked the people very 
much, the elaborate courtesy and occasional 
vivacity. Armed with a phrase book and a sharp 
ear, I was able in a short while to pick up enough 
Italian to get around with. 

Stephen had given me an introduction to 
Marguerite Caetani, who published the massive 
quarterly, Botteghe Oscure. Princess Cactani 
was an American, who had married into an 
aristocratic Italian family, and she had been as- 
sociated with literary magazines for years: in the 
“20s she had worked with T. S. Eliot, and most 
writers of reputation had appeared in Botteghe 
Oscure. A lot of awful writers had too, but 
Princess Caetani’s taste was very catholic. 

I sent her some poems, with Stephen’s note, 


and a few days later received a letter in large - 


scrawly handwriting, inviting me to tea. | put 
on my best suit, and arrived at the palazzo, in 
the street from which her magazine took its 
name, exactly on time. The gatekeeper put me 
into a creaky lift, and I rose slowly through 
several floors. When the lift Stopped, and old 
lady in a drab dress opened the door. Beyond 


stood a svelte elderly woman, | stepped up to her,, 


murmured, “How do you do?” and made to 
shake her hand. She refused to take it, and 
waved towards the old lady. “That is the Prin- 
Cipessa,” she said, “I am the maid.” 

To my relief, when] turned back, the Princess 
was laughing. She was, I now Saw, a very beauti- 
ful old lady. There was a girl’s laugh inside her 
laugh. She took my arm and led me firmly into 
a large room, filled with manuscripts — “before 
you make any more mistakes” — and there she 
sat me down on a sofa and sat herself down by 
me. In the next half hour she took my shyness 
in her hand and calmly threw it away. She ap- 
peared so interested in me, and so enthusiastic 
about my work, that I started to talk. | talked 
so much, in fact, that she asked me to Stay to 
dinner. Here I met her husband. The Princess 
was then about 80, and her husband was some 
years older. He was grave and courteous, but 
did not speak much, except to say that he had 
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been in India, for the Durbar in 1902, and to in- 
quire whether I numbered any of the Indian 
princes he had met then among my friends. 

After that I called at the palazzo a good deal. 
The Princess mothered me ina brusque, unfussy 
way. “You aren’t used to the cold,” she said. 
“You must wear a thick sweater,” in that soft 
voice that had not quite lost its American accent, 
and next time I arrived she handed me two 
sweaters which she had bought, and insisted 
l put one on. She had decided to print a sub- 
stantial number of my poems, and paid me far 
more than the normal rate for them. In some 
curious way she filled me with confidence, and, 
unfailingly, made me talk as much as any unshy 
person. 


Rome, full of beautiful women, filled me with 
frustration. So aware of their bodies under their 
clothes, so aware that the men around were 
aware of their-bodies, the young actresses prim- 
ping their way down the Via Veneto were the 
incessant objects of my lust. I actually met 
some of them, on the occasions when I drank 
with Italian writers, but their presence paralysed 
me: scented, stroked, no hair out of place. A 
flutter of Italian came from their petalled lips, 
only ceasing when they threw back their heads 
to display round white throats and send de- 
liberately Projected laughter towards the cafe 
awning. 

i had become a great deal more confident. 
Travel had done it for me, probably, and the 
Princess: I was still quiet, but I could now take 
part in a conversation without strain. However, 
towards women my attitude remained the same: 
I was too terrified of making a fool of myself to 
ask a girl out. I therefore adopted a cool, dis- 
dainful attitude towards the young women met, 
to conceal my desire and fear, and thereby con- 
firmed everyone’s Opinion that I was homo- 
sexual. 

After some weeks in Rome, I decided to try 


> idea of islands appealed to 


case myself, and departed for Sardinia. 
I landed in Sassar 


imbed the side of a hill. I 


manager welcomed 
only guest), consign 
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informed me that the receptionist would collect 
my passport. The receptionist took some time 
to appear, but when she did she turned out to be 
a pretty young blonde. Her breasts, nearly as 
splendid as Aunt E’s, swelled out her pink 


sweater, and as usual I concealed my little leap’ 


of desire with a cold and disdainful expression, 
which she answered in kind. 


I was in Mycenae. Í had arrived hot and dusty 
on the local bus from Corinth, my stomach in 
disorder after being loaded with bread, cheese 
and retzina by the other passengers. 1 booked 
into the Belle Helene at the foot of the valley. 
Agamemnon, the proprietor, beckoned me into 
his office after lunch. “Antichi,” he said, putting 
his fingers to his lips, “very old, very valuable,” 
and produced a few bits of broken pottery. “I 
sell,” said Agamemnon hopefully. I shook my 
head. He frowned. “You American?” he in- 
quired in a strong Bronx accent. I denied this. 
He beamed. “Aha. You no American, I no sell. 
Drink wine now,” and he stood me several 
drinks. He was a square-set, pleasantly shabby 
man with a grey military moustache. Outside 
his valley shook out its humped dramatic hills 
in the cold sunshine. 

I had rummaged round Sardinia and Sicily for 
å few weeks, and then returned to Rome, where 
the Princess showed me the proofs of my poems, 
the first I had ever corrected. I told her I was 
leaving for Athens. “Well, dear boy,” she mur- 
mured, “I’ll send you some money there.” I 
protested that I had already been paid. She 
raised her beautiful eyebrows. “But you're 
bound to need money in Athens. I’ll send it to 
the American Express.” I sailed next day from 
Brindisi, and presently, across the short sea, a 
white headland rose into the dawn, bathed in 
the strange iridescent sunshine which is a pro- 
perty of Greece. As the ship chugged down past 
the broad white face of the headland, I leant on 
the rails and, looking up, imagined that the ridges 
and fissuresin the rock detached themselves into 
the flesh of statuary, so that gods and dead 
Greeks floated in the substance of the cliff. This 
illusion of the past and present intermixed per- 
sisted in me wherever I went in Greece. i 

Except Athens. On later visits I knew in 
which cafes I should find the poets, Odysseus 
Elytis, Nikos Gatsos, or Nanos Valaoritis, and 
sought them out always. In this first visit I didn’t, 
and patrolled the white city alone. I was dis- 
appointed because Athens was like any other 
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city. But once, in Constitution Square, I was 
astonished to see hundreds of leaflets, like gulls, 
fly from a window and float upon the wind, 
while a hoarse voice thundered like the voice of 
Zeus, and the people turned wild dark faces up- 
ward to the falling and fluttering scraps of white. 
It was only part of an election campaigns, but 
for one sculptural moment it was like a frieze 
out of history. 

! From Athens I visited all the usual places, 
but because the gold masks, lions, and beehive 
tombs of Mycenae fascinated me, I left it to the 
last. Now, under the patriarchal eye of Agamem- 
non, I started to walk the shaly road up the 
valley. The afternoon sun burned and stood still 
overhead. There was nobody about and no 
sound apart from the scrape and swish of my 
steps. I passed a couple of beehive tombs slotted 
into the hillside: it looked dark and cool inside, 
but I did not enter. I climbed the fortress hill to 
the Lion Gate. The massed, hewn stone, in the 
hot silence, hung like a promise or threat. Be- 
yond, the burial pits, with grass and spring 
flowers shrouding them, absorbed me, and I 
passed, as I had passed at Kanheri, into a con- 
centrated fixity, studying an ant, a grass-blade, 
the porous skin on my hand. Nothing moved 
except the sun: the only sound was the boom 
of the wind as it slapped at hollows in the rock. 
For a century I stood on the hill, with time be- 
low me. 

Afterwards I remember descending endless 
slippery steps into the belly of the fortress, and 
emerging at last at an embrasure that stared from 
darkness down a sunlit thicketed hillside to the 
valley. When I came up once more, the sun was 
dying: the wind had turned cold, and hooted like 
an owl: the fortress hooded itself in shadow. 
Prescience of blood filled me with a static sort 
of fear, and I- scrambled down the hillside and 
walked fast all the way back to the hotel. 

_ This first visit to Mycenae later influenced 
much of my work, poems in which images of 
kings, hills, and burial recur. I did not know 
this then, but was very elated, and consumed a 
quantity of alcohol before, during, and after 
dinner. 


When I returned to Athens £100 was waiting at 
the American Express, sent by the Princess. 
More scrupulous then than now, I wondered if 
I should accept it, then decided I could pay it 
back in kind, with the poems I had written in 
Greece. I bought Frank Harris’s autobiography 
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in the five-volume Olympia Press edition, and 
took the Orient Express to Belgrade. 

Just’ before the Yugoslav frontier, sudden 
doubts overcame me. I knew that Harris’s book 
was banned in England. I wondered if it was 
also banned in Yugoslavia. There was no logical 
reason why it should be, but I wondered. I was 
not yet eighteen, so it seemed to me highly like- 
ly that if it was banned, I should spend some 


considerable time inside a Communist prison. I” 


seized a moment when the compartment was 
empty to stuff the five volumes into the venti- 
lator. The result of this was that for the next 
five hours the temperature in the compartment 
rose steadily, till it resembled an oven. Stream- 
ing with sweat, I climbed out of the Orient Ex- 
press into a wilderness of Belgrade snow. Thick- 
ly it carpeted the ground, and thickly it fell from 
the sky, which was pitch dark, since it was two 
in the morning. 

I shivered my way down the platform till I 
found a decrepit and toothless porter, who 
spoke a mixture of German and English. I de- 
manded ahotel. There were no taxis. He heaved 
my case and typewriter to his shoulders, and 
plodded ahead of me through the arctic weather. 
We traversed numerous deserted, snow-covered 
streets, till we came to the Moskva. It was full. 
The porter, a phlegmatic man, led me to two 
more hotels. Both were full. He then conducted 
me to the tourist office. Despite the hour, it 
was open. As we entered; like two travelling 
snowmen, an elderly official from behind the in- 
formation desk bounded forward, kissed me 
loudly on both cheeks, and exclaimed in English. 
“Ah! My African brother!” For some reason I 
was infuriated, but my supposed nationality 
seemed to work wonders. Within minutes he 
had found me a room in somebody’s house. I 
paid my rent to the official. Then the porter, 
who was nauseatingly cheerful, and I set off on 


another terrible trek through wind and snow. | 


After about half an hour, I began to feel like an 
icicle. Doubts assailed me as to whether I would 
ever thaw out. Suddenly the porter dumped my 
luggage in the snow. “Is it here?” | chattered, 
relieved. “Ja, ja,” said the porter. He took me 
by the arm and led me for some distance past 
faceless houses, till we arrived at the foot of a 
large statue entirely covered in snow: The porter 
pointed at this. “Tito,” he said. “Ist gut. I 
restrained an impulse to hit him. “How far are 
we,” I asked carefully, “from das Haus?” “Ja, 
ja,” he said. We plodded back to my luggage 
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and the jouney continued. 

We reached the house at last. A cheerful 
Serbian maid opened the door, and whisked us 
into a warm kitchen, where an enormous wood 
stove crackled and spat. I paid the porter, and, 
dripping with melted snow, followed the maid 
to a large and handsome bedroom. Into the 
snowdrift of an immense bed 1 sank, wet, cold, 
and miserable, and slept heavily. 

When I awoke next morning I felt very ill, 
but felt also that I must bestir myself. So I rose. 
and dressed. I noted, while I was doing so, that 
this was obviously a woman’s room. There was 
a dressing table littered with cosmetics, and on 
the bedside table stood the photograph of a very 
beautiful, dark-haired young woman with a child. 

The originals of these photographs were seat- 
ed in the kitchen. The woman was even more 
beautiful than in the photograph. She had very 
“ivid violet eyes which contrasted with her raven 
hair, and a pearl-pale Slavonic face. Her daugh- 
ter, who was about six, looked very much like 
her. Also in the kitchen was the maid, and to 
my dismay, the porter. He looked more decrepit 
and toothless than ever in the day. 

“How do you do,” said the beautiful brunet- 
te, in French. “This is my house. You are very 
welcome. Please have some coffee.” I drank 
some coffee, while the porter nodded and wink- 
ed conspiratorially at me. Presently I inquired 
what he wanted. “He says,” translated the lady, 
“that he will show you round Belgrade.” Though 
I could not imagine a more undesirable guide, it 
struck me that, since I didn’t know where I was, 
and spoke no Serbian, he might be useful. So 
we departed together. 

IL had no idea,where we were bound for, but 
the porter did. Half-way down the snowy street, 
he stopped, pointed to a bar, made repulsive 
drinking noises, and said, “Schnapps.” I replied, 
“Nein.” ‘Ja, ja,” he said. “Ist gut.” Inside the 
bar he smacked down three rapid tumblerfuls of 
slivovitz, for which I paid. We then continued. 
But the porter’s broken boots only seemed 
capable of leading him to bars. Utterly helpless 
since 1 would have been lost without him, 1 
followed him through about six. Meanwhile I 
began to shiver, not only because of the cold. I 
could feel my cheeks burning with fever, and an 
iron vice seemed to have fastened found my 
chest. Frank Harris had bequeathed me a very 
bad chill. Finally I said to the porter, “Das 
Haus.” “Nein,” he replied defiantly, “schnapps.” 
{ didn’t even know the address of the house, and 
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was starting to feel as though I would collapse. 
In the next bar I waved a fistful of dinars in the 
porter’s face. He put down his slivovitz and 
squinted at them. “Raus,” I said. “Das Hause. 
Then sie haben this.” He appeared to under- 
stand, and we crunched back through the snow. 
The house, to my surprise, was only five minutes’ 
walk away. Once there, I did collapse, and was 


put efficiently to bed by my hostess and the ` 


maid. . 

They didn’t report my illness to the tourist 
office, which they were supposed to do, so that 
I could be removed to hospital. Instead, they 
nursed me, fed me broth, herb tea, and medicine, 
and supplied endless hot bricks for my feet. My 
hostess went to town and found some English 
magazines. She would sit and talk to me in a 
soothing husky voice. Her name was Dragika, 
and she had been a widow for three years. Her 
husband, an engineer, had been killed in an ac- 
cident, and since then she had let rooms to 
guests to supplement her income. The room I 
slept in was in fact her bedroom. 

Dragika’s brilliant violet eyes brightened and 
darkened like a cat’s, under her long dark lashes. 
One day, when they were dark, she told me that 
she had been raped, when she was twelve, by a 


dozen German soldiers. I felt sorrow and pity: 
her gentleness when she described the incident 
touched me terrifyingly. She was now about 25. 
I fell, naturally, madly in love with her. 

At the same time, I didn’t see what J could 
do about it. I was a stranger in transit, and very 
young (angrily, I realised this), and our lives, 
really, were utterly disparate. When, convales- 
cent, I sat by the stove in the kitchen playing 
with Dragika’s daughter, Nevenka the maid 
fetching me endless cups of coffee, my eyes 
followed Dragika about painfully, imprinting 
her upon my memory before it was too late. 
Finally, I was well. Dragika took me round the 
city. She was a much better guide than the por- 
ter, and also I was delighted to be with her. But 
a great guilt preyed on my mind. Retuming 
home the first night after I was well, I said, “I 
know that I’m sleeping in your bed, and you 
sleep with Nevenka. Why don’t you sleep in 
your own bed? TIl sleep in the kitchen.” Her 
brows lifted above her marvellous violet eyes, 
and her husky affectionate laugh answered me. 
“Bien,” she said. “I'll sleep in my own bed. 
But you sleep there too.” 

So I did. Everything was suddenly very 
simple. 3 


I sowed my wild oats 
Before I was twenty. 
Drunkards and turncoats 


I knew in plenty. 
“song” from POEMS (1960) 


T WAS SPRING in London. Sticky buds 
that smelt of semen unclenched on 
hedge and tree. All the young women looked so 
pretty that one thought of the pink buds on 
their breasts. Through the cruel and comely 


month, inhaling the weather, I went to see Mr . 
_ Eliot. Some time or other we all encounter our 


idols, but 1 had had no idea that my time would 
come so soon. It had been arranged partly 
through Stephen, and partly through my having 
sent Mr Eliot my poems. ake 
The afternoon sun slanted through his win- 
dow, laying a malleable bar across the office 
desk. He was physically much larger than I had 
expected, not only tall but heavy, in a way that 
accentuated the gravity of his manner. His at- 
tentive aquiline head seemed bowed a little al- 
ways, but his eyes were very kind. He said he 
had liked some of the poems very much: they 
show great promise.” But, he said, if the best 
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of them were selected, there would be too few 
for a book. “I believe,” he said, “nowadays, that 
a first volume should be... substantial.” When 
I had written more, perhaps I would send them 
back. Fervently, I promised I would. An inward 
dance of elation possessed me. Here was the 
man, he had suffered and been there, he had 
followed out the course of his poetry to the 
finish, and he liked some of my work. My feel- 
ing towards him was peculiar. His poetry and 
criticism were part of my mind and sensibility: 
like a son, I had inherited areas of myself from 
him. But physically he was a total stranger, and 
I could not really connect the hand that lay on 
the desk with the hand that had written in my 
mind. 

He inquired very kindly about my plans. I 
told him about Oxford, and about my intention 
to remain in England. “Have you thought,” he 
asked, “what profession you will take up after 
university?” I said I hadn’t. He looked at me 
keenly and said, “Perhaps the academic field 


would not suit you. But it’s very hard for a 


poet to live by his pen- Journalism demands a 
special talent.” After a while he said he must 
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leave. We walked a little way together. His stoop- 
ed immensity sheltered me. 

After that 1 sometimes saw Mr Eliot at 
literary parties. He had remarried, and, like a 
boy in love, clasped the hand of his young wife 
always. I was very glad that he was happy. 


I still frequented Soho. One afternoon, drinking 
with Oliver in Jenny’s, he suggested we call on 
David Archer. I didn’t know who David Archer 
was. “He’s just started a new bookshop,” Oliver 
said. We strolled round the corner into Greek 
Street and entered a handsome new bookshop 
opposite the Palace Theatre. Its only occupant 
was a tall elderly man who held himself so 
rigidly it seemed as though he were afraid he 
would explode. This was David Archer. In the 
1930s he had run a now legendary bookshop 
in Holborn, from which, under the imprint of 
the Parton Press, he had published the first 
volumes of Dylan Thomas, George Barker, and 
David Gascoyne. Later he had had a bookshop 
in Glasgow, and from there, under the same 
imprint, produced W. S. Graham’s first book. 

The Greek Street shop was the first one he 


had had since 1942. The top room was a long - 


rectangle, the front half of which was the sale- 
room for new books. In the back half was a 
small but excellent lending library, consisting 
mostly of rare books, and a coffee bar. Archer 
planned to start a gallery in the basement, also 
part of the shop. He showed us round with a 
prim nervous smile, and frequently apologised 
for the fact that he was not yet doing a roaring 
trade. 

Presently Oliver informed him that I wrote 
verse. “Yes, I thought you did, somehow,” 
Archer said, and laughed heartily. He began to 
ask me if I had met any poets. He was very 


solicitous about this. “You ought to meet some, 
really,” he said. “Fun for you, what? He fum- . 


bled on his desk. “Do you know, I can’t find my 
address book? I think I’m going out of my tiny 
mind. Ah, here we are. Now George, you see; 
George Barker that is, is in London. You ought 
to meet George, really, what? I'll phone him 
then, shall 1?” He phoned, and said, pleased, 
“He'll meet us in the pub across the way- 

Later we crossed the road to The Coach and 
Horses, and there found George Barker, cowled 
like a monk in a duffel coat. He fixed me with 
hypnotic blue eyes, and said, “So you write 
verse, too, baby. We are honoured. There are 
few Hindu princes amongst us versifiers.” Ar- 
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cher, an immense number of magazines clenched 
rigidly under his arm, floated around, buying 
drinks. He did not speak, but looked very 
pleased, like a scoutmaster who sees that his 
troop is happy. After a while an enormous man, 
with a lion’s head maned in white, burst in 
through the door, and flung his arms round 
George Barker. He was introduced to me as the , 
poet David Wright. I talked to him for a while, 
but after I had finished a short disquisition on 
my doings in the last year, was rather offended 
when he turned to Barker and demanded what 
I had said. “No offence, honey dove,” said 
Barker, who had been watching our conver“ 
sation with relish, “no offence. Our South Afri- 
can friend is -as deaf as the womb.” He then 
turned to Wright and, enunciating carefully, in- 
quired, “Ain’t you, baby?” Wright, who had 
watched his lips with rapt attention, nodded 
his Yeatsian head in a satisfied way. I found at 
this first encounter, however, that he could not 
lipread me, I mumbled so, and most of our con- 
versation was carried on through notes on the 
back of envelopes. 

Next day I sent my poems to both Barker 
and Wright. They both wrote back to say they 
liked them. Thereafter we often met for a drink 
in The Coach and Horses, and I began to fre- 
quent Archer’s bookshop. In its early days, the 
shop assistants, when Archer was out, included 
Barker, Robert Colquhoun, Tristram Hull, who 
edited the literary magazine Nimbus, and my- 
self. But Ralph Abercrombie, the son of the 
poet Lascelles Abercrombie, took over as mana- 
ger, and things became more normal. Aber- 
crombie, a kind, dryly witty man, watched 
Archer as a trainer might watch an unreliable 
animal. One day we were drinking in The Coach 
and Horses. when a ragged old man, with a 
distinctly unstable look in his eye, wandered in. 
He stumbled up to us and produced a very 
dirty copy of the Bible. “Half a crown,” he said. 
“Please, Ralph.” Ralph gave him half a crown 
and he handed over the Bible and departed 
unsteadily. L inquired who he was. “That,” said 
Ralph, rather thoughtfully, “was the manager 
of David’s last bookshop.” 

It was all strange and funny, but full of ex- 
citement for me. It was cut short in the summer. 
My father wrote to say that my mother was now 
out of hospital, and it might be a good idea for 
me to fly back to India for my eighteenth birth- 
day, and spend some time with my mother be- 
fore I went up to Oxford. India had become 
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very remote to me. I didn’t really want to re- 
turn,for however short a time, but I did. 


I landed in Bombay full of confidence. This 
confidence had been instilled in me, over the 
year I had been away, by Spender, Forster, the 
Princess, Dragika, Eliot: by new places, faces, 
voices: I was adult, I thought complacently, at 
last. The airport, under its cowl of hills, shim- 
mered with heat: as I descended the ramp, flies 
danced in my face. My parents were waiting: 
my father as calm and solid as ever, my mother 
slight, pale, possessive. They had more grey in 
their hair than I remembered. So had Kutthalin- 
gam, who wept with joy when he saw me. “My 
young master has comed back . . .” I wanted to 
respond, to be happy, but I felt exiled from 
this life to which I had returned. I had put 
tentative roots down in London, and their tug 
made me homesick, though I had come home. 
The flat and the servants were exactly the 
same. I had resolved to surround my mother 
with patience and love, to undo with care all 
the horrors I felt my impatience and unlove 
of the past had knotted round her. The dif- 
ficulty was my own temperament. In the last 
year I had grown into a habit of not Staying at 
home except to work. So I was restless in the 
flat. I needed to visit Nissim Ezekiel, or go out 
to drinks with my father, or just walk. But my 
mother seemed to have lost all desire for any 
contact with anyone except me. She would sit 
plaiting a rosary in her fingers for hours on end, 
gossiping with me about the church she attend- 
ed, her relatives, the weather, and my childhood. 
She appeared not to share any of my interests, 
nor I any of hers. The trouble, | suppose, was 
that apart from the terrible yoke of blood that 
held us together, we were total strangers: we 
had seen little of each other in the last ten years. 
For all my guilt, my shamefaced love, and my 
desire not to hurt her further, I needed to see 
other people. Whenever I announced that 1 was 
going out, however, my mother reacted violent- 
ly. She could not bear me to be away from her, 
and the result was that we quarrelled: squab- 
bling, petty quarrels which always ended with 
resentment on one side or the other. I was 
sullen if I eventually stayed in: my mother was 
angry when I didn’t. She took my desire to 
meet other people as a further rejection of her. 
It could all have been solved quite simply, I 
imagine, if I had been willing to humour her: 
but I saw in her possessiveness an attempt to 
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withdraw me into herself, to deprive me of the 
identity I had found. So we bickered unhappily 
and insolubly, and after each incident. I became 
more guilty, and more furious at my mother 
for making me guilty. 

One gesture, I felt, one final compelling 
gesture of love, would erase the past years, but 
I had no opportunity to make it, nor really did 
I know what it was. So, for all the weeks of my 
visit, my mother and I confronted each other 
like unhappy dancers ignorant of what the next 
step should be. 

When I was able to get away, Kutthalingam 
drove me about as he had done ever since my 
childhood. He drove me twice to Kanheri, and 
once more I sat on the crest of the hill and 
looked out over the arid valley beneath. Only a 
few months before I had stood on the hill of 
Mycenae, but with different sensations: here I 
felt no awe or terror, but a kind of vacancy, 
a hollowness waiting to be inhabited. I thought 
perhaps that was it: in Europe I had positive 
emotions, in India I sank into the dream in 
which the whole country was sunk. The emo- 
tions I had now I could not explain to Kut- 
thalingam, as I had done the emotions of my 
childhood. He waited patiently in the car at the 
foot of the hill, till I came down like Moses, 
and accepted my absorption and silence now 
as he had accepted my confidences as a child. 
When I was ready to speak, he spoke to me. One 
day, he suddenly and almostly proudly showed 
me his hands. They were rough and hard with 
work, but were also twisted, like black twigs. 

“Arteerytees,” Kutthalingam said, still with 
a kind of pride. “Doctor saying I must retire. 
Master giving me house and pension, but I tell- 


ing him I no take it yet. Before I retire, I. 


driving my young master one last time.” It must 
have been very painful for him to drive with 


Kutthalingam eyed me, from time to time, 
in a Curious, doting way. One day, as we were 
driving along, he unexpectedly inquired, “Young 

with womans yet?” I said yes. 


boy.” He understood th; 
this sort of thin , but 
oo not understand why, Occasionally, nak 
excess. He gave me many dark warnings about 


CCO. In Public Domain. Sri Sri Anandamayee Ashram Collectaptiaterttivember 1968 


Digitization by eGangotri and Sarayu Trust. Funding by MoE-IKS 


a r 3 mr -—— 
L S2be sl. l | § 
> By. Vs bed hl ar a 

| A eal | 
J mA ne = E | i [| 
f i | | H l ' ] [ z {i 
L m Tk See AOE REENEN BS 4 [erate te | SEESE [esas se 
? = _ p i= > Ss 

/ 3 | S | | j 
nm Udra 

| \ kad Cd i i 

€ Can E 

-u | | A 

F r 3 oo ~ 5 5 r ~] J LN S 


- - — ~< 


SHION’S ON 


With an aggressive array of new 
continental designs in casual wear for 
men on the move. Slick stripes, 
daring checks, smart two-tone 
combinations in cool cotton 

in form-fitting styles. 
Smashing colours, strategic 
shades at a price to suit 

your pocket. Lead the 

attack on your nearest Á 
Dawn Mills Retail Shop. f 


DAWN 
DAWN MILLS CO. LTD. 


State Bank Building, Bank Street, Bombay 1. 


Bombay-3. 
nts: Prabhu Hoslery; 406, Chakla Street, 
Aes Oo NAGPUR Oo BANGALORE O SECUNDERABAD O MADRAS O MADURA! 


Retail Shops: BOMBAY O POONA 
CU-221 


CCO. In Public Domain. Sri Sri Anandamayee Ashram Collection, Varanasi 


Digitization by eGangotri and Sarayu Trust. Funding by MoE-IKS 


Adam and Eve if they f 
had half a chance A 
would have preferred 4 | 

| 


Alel A 
the exquisite tingling 4 i | l |} | he 1 
taste of Gold Coin Ly yi & 
Real Apple Juice to Vw A 
the Apple. No wonder, Real 
their modern descen- 
dants prefer it too. APPLE J UICE 

Over 113 years’ experience distinguishes our products 


MOHAN MEAKIN BREWERIES 
Mohan Nagar R ESTD. 1855 


MMB-NP-443 


86 
Im rint 
CCO. In Public Domain. Sri Sri Anandamayee Ashram Collection r qyember 1968 


Digitization by eGangotri and Sarayu Trust. Funding by MoE-IKS 


the deleterious effects of alcohol on my health. 
He seemed almost hurt whenever, when I came 
out of a party, he smelt whisky on my breath. 

One night, after a particularly lively party 


‘ with some film people, I staggered down to the 


car, and passed out. When, painfully, I awoke, 
I] discovered I was still in the car, which was 


parked in the. garage at home. Kutthalingam, 


looking very anxious, was bending over me. “I 
was thinking,” he said without reproach, “if 
young master going home like this, Memsaheb 
very upset. So I bringing you here.” He fetched 
me a cup of tea from his quarters behind the 
garage."I had never in my life been in Kutthalin- 
gam’s quarters, so, sipping my tea, I wandered 
in. It was a bare room, furnished only with 
basic necessities, but on one wall hung brightly 
coloured lithographs of the Hindu gods. Amongst 
these I discovered with a sense of shock three 
small Kodak prints of my mother, my father, 
and myself. . 

I looked at him, a plump small man. with 
arthritic hands, one of my oldest friends, stand- 
ing there, pleased to be with me. He was as 
docile, as accepting, as the country of both our 
births. He expected nothing from me, and gave 
all he had. I felt utterly, unworthy of him. But 
there was nothing I could say or do that he 
would understand, beyond the unsatisfactory 
compromise of a smile and a touch of the hand. 


On the day I left, my mother declined to come 
to: the airport. She gave me a quavery smile as 
I said goodbye. “I put a sweater in your brief- 


_case,” she said. “Be sure and put it on before 


you reach London. Otherwise you'll catch a 
chill. You know you've a weak chest.” She 
clutched my hands. “There were lots of things 
I wanted to tell you, but there isn’t time now. 


- I hope you had a nice time at home, son.” 


Briefly I held her bird’s body in my arms. 
Kutthalingam said, as I left, “Next time my 
young master coming, he bringing one fine son. 
Then I coming to drive him, and I dying happy- 
I hugged him and went with my father into the 
airport. My father was rather subdued: of him, 
the only fixed point I had ever had in my life, 
I had not seen very much. [looked at him with 
the old deep familiar love, noting the grey 10 his 
hair with a kind of helplessness: a consciousness 
of time passing, rapidly, severing, scything, pos- 


-sessed me: nobody could fight time, love could 


not fight time. “I'll try and come to London 


_ soon,” my father said, and then, as always at 


Imprint, November 1968 


our partings, “Try and be a good boy.” 

The flight was uneventful, save that we had 

a breakdown at Dhahran, in the burning desert 
by the Persian Gulf. We sat thirstily for four 
hours in an airbase where the only liquid was 
warm Coca-Cola. Someone left a bottle of it in 
the sun, and was rewarded by a unique spec- 
tacle: it boiled. But it seemed only a little while 
after that we landed, in pouring rain and a cold 
wind, at Londen Airport. 
One day when I was having a drink with George 
Barker in The Coach and Horses, Archer came 
across the road. He stood looking at us twitchily 
for a while, then, in the embarrassed way of 
someone requesting a favour, inquired, “Would 
you mind very much if I published your poems? 
Asa book, I mean.” I stared at him, unbelieving, 
and said I wouldn’t mind at all. I had had ideas 
of sending a new collection back to Eliot, but 
to be published by the Parton Press, with its 
unique record, seemed to me even more of an 
honour, and I was very fond of Archer. 

“An excellent idea, David,” George said. 
“While you're about it, why not re-publish my 
‘True Confession’ as well?” This was a long 
poem that had been printed in a small edition 
in 1948 but which George’s publishers had re- 
fused to include in his Collected Poems on the 
grounds that it was blasphemous. Archer seem- 
ed delighted at the idea. We sat down and talked 
about it. “Honey dove,” George told me, “your 
poems is good poems, we all know that, but if 
they isn’t beautifully produced they: isn’t going 
to come over properly. You choose the paper 
and the type, and mind that our publisher here 


allows you wide page margins. Thass the way to 
print pums.” He recommended various typefaces 
to me. Ralph Abercrombie later showed: me a 
book about type, and I eventually selected a 12 
point Plantin as having the feel I wanted. This 
was the first important lesson I learnt about the 
production of books of verse. 

Now, intoxicated with triumph, with my 
first book under way, I wandered through Soho 
as through Elysian fields. Archer, having accept- 
ed me into his private fold of poets, followed 
me with a paternal eye. From time to time he 
would rush up to me, in the shop or in the pub, 
press a matchbox into my hand, and rush off. 
Į was trying to give up smoking, and threw the 
matchboxes away, puzzled: till one day some- 
one asked me for a light and I opened the box 
with which I had just been presented, and found 
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a five pound note wadded up inside. I realised I 


must have thrown away nearly £100. I told 


Ralph Abercrombie about this. He nodded his 
intelligent head. “That was the way David’s last 
bookshop went bust,” he told me. 


One day a society painter in Chelsea asked Bacon 
to come and look at some of his work. Bacon 
was in Soho that afternoon, and he suggested 
to myself and someone else that we should ac- 
company him to Chelsea and go on to dinner. 
We arrived at the painter’s impeccable house, 
and he welcomed Bacon effusively and us rather 
less effusively. In his studio, which was as 
graciously lived in as the rest of the house, a 
quantity of drink was laid out, with crisps, 
olives and nuts in a tasteful colour scheme. The 
painter poured out the drinks, then asked if 
Bacon were ready to look at his work. He drew 
back a curtain to reveal a neat row of canvases 
hung on the wall. They were mostly landscapes. 
Bacon went and looked at each one carefully 
and at length. When he had finished, he turned, 
met the painter’s expectant eyes, and burst into 
a cataclysm of high, wild, clear laughter. It was 
one of the purest acts of criticism I have ever 
seen. When Bacon had stopped laughing, he 
began to talk gaily and courteously about sub- 
jects unrelated to art, and eventually persuaded 
our shattered host to be happy. 2 

This incident conveyed to me a strong sense 


of the difference between the practitioner of 


an art and the artist. I wrote a poem, “Land- 
scape Painter”, about it. Much later I wrote 
another poem about Bacon in the Soho club. 
The club supplied me with considerable mater- 
ial, though I did not use it for some years. In it, 
through the presence of so many writers and 
painters, I felt an atmosphere of enormous intel- 
lectual excitement. This was partly my imagina- 
tion, but it existed. in the sense that one 
frequently heard witty Or intelligent conver- 
sation there, and with the curtains drawn on 
the afternoon sun, sealing off the world, there 
was a conspiratorial air in the dark carpeted 
room, as though all the drinkers were revolu- 
tionaries, plotting against society. But as the 
afternoon waned and the night took over, a 


sullen quality came to people’s faces: the roar _ 


of conversation became more hysterical and 
scattered: there were lonely men in corners, 
staring, and sad patterns squinted up from the 
carpet. In those days my capacity for alcohol 
was considerable: after a day on whisky, I was 
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still not drunk: only glazed and detached, so that 
my eye could still photograph, in one corner 
of the bar, Lucien Freud, with the large fixed 
eyes and nervous hands of a refugee, talking 
intently to Bacon: in another the kind detached 
faces of Colin MacInnes and Archer: elsewhere 
a solitary starer, who seemed to look beyond 
the smoky room to a time and place perfect as 
the blue flower of the Mediterranean. This 
solitary starer I saw always in the mirror: it 
was myself. 
It was here that I first met K. 


I first saw her perched on a stool at the bar, 
surrounded by men, whose remarks she punc- 
tuated with a noisy, emphatic laugh. She was 
twenty-five. She had the same pale skin, long 
dark hair, and intensity of the eyes as Dragika, 
but her temperament was clearly different. On 
this first occasion, her escort was a tall hand- 
some young man with a kind and serious face: 
he stood a little back from the group around 
her, sipping a beer. At one point, when he asked 
her to have a drink, she turned. and said with 
a dramatic flicker of the eyes, “Piss off, darling. 
Can’t you see I'm busy?” In her high-pitched 
voice, which emphasised certain syllables as an 
actress does, the words brought back an atmos- 
phere of the 20s, with their-bored young 
people in bars. 

I met her through Archer. “‘She’s a one, 
really,” Archer said, with the delighted smile 
with which he always described the vargaries 
of other people. Then he began to talk about 
the production of my book, and I forgot about 


A few days later, however, she swept into 
the bookshop. Archer had employed her to run 
the coffee bar at the back. She discharged her 
duties with a sort of ferocious efficiency, and 
was constantly surrounded by young writers, 
with whom she carried on bantering flirtations. 
I observed her with awe from afar: she was 
quite unlike any other woman I had ever met. 
One evening, as the shop was shutting, she an- 
nounced that she wanted to go to the cinema. 
There was nobody around except me, so I 
volunteered to take her. Curiously enough, it 
was the first time I had ever taken a girl to the 
cinema. It made me feel proud and male. After- 
wards we had a drink together. Deprived ofa 
large audience, she was quiet and rather unsure 
of herself, and I began to feel a protective 
warmth towards her. i 
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After our visit to the cinema, I acquired enough 
courage to invite her to lunch, and these lunches 
became daily affairs. Eventually we started to 
have dinner together as well. In this way we 
passed nearly the whole day in each other's 
company. Sometimes I wondered what she 
hoped for in life, while all this went on, but I 
put this thought out of my mind. The qualities 
in K. which at first had deeply disturbed me now 
seemed to me noble and beautiful. She told me 
that she had had an unhappy childhood, and I 
felt deep pity for her. When, exuberantly, she 
threw bread at strangers in restaurants, I was 
rather gratified, since it proved she was now 
happy. Her insecurity made it impossible for her 
to allow herself not to be the centre of attention 
in any room, and | accepted this as well. 

| realised that { was in love with K. Though 
my behaviour must have made this fairly ob- 
vious, I took pains not to actually declare my 
feelings. I did not aspire to share the pedestal 
on which I had placed her. She began to tell me 
how much she would miss me when | went up 
to Oxford. I knew I would miss her, too, and 
wished I didn’t have to go. is 

But October was on me. and a few evenings 
before the start of the Oxtord term, I took K. 
to dinner as usual. Afterwards, walking down 
the street towards the club, she suddenly turned 
to me, and with a curious, speculative look in 


her eye, said, “I’ve got the keys to someone’s 
flat. They’re away. We could go there if you 
liked.” I had no idea what she meant. She ex- 
plained, ““You could make love to me.” I was 
horrified. I had not really felt any definite 


_ sexual desire for K.: only a romantic love which 


had set her on a pedestal, far from drawn cur- 
tains and beds. But J was very touched: it seem- 
ed to me that K. was willing to sacrifice herself 
to me because she knew I loved her. This 
generous gesture of hers I resolved to answer 
with one of my own: “I-couldn’t possibly,” I 
said. She looked simultaneously annoyed and 
amused: then she shrugged her shoulders and 
said, “Well, let’s go and have a drink.” 

I wondered silently about the book. With the 
intuitive quality he had, Archer said at once, 
“The book will be all right, of course. I’ve paid 
the printers quite a lot already, then, you sce. , 
That’s the most important thing, the book, and 
we'll see that it comes out.” He smiled his 
amazing smile. “Don’t worry. I’m sure itll be a 
success.” I was reassured, but didn’t want to 
leave him like this, surrounded by bills and 
problems. They were partly my fault, because 
he was publishing me: just as K., running a 
temperature in hospital, was my fault, because 
I had fed her the oyster which made her ill. 
Full of guilt and apprehension, 1 departed for 
Oxford. 


ee 


_.. With a huge dry thumb 
He shifts the bowl of ink 
Towards me. ‘Master, write.” 
‘low he is not here. 
Slowly morning leavesme. 
“Craxton” from POEMS 1955-1965 


URING THE Christmas vacations I took 
D rooms in London.- Almost every day 
I went to visit K. in hospital. She was by no 
means tranquil. She repelled the solicitude of 
her friends angrily. Her bitterness surprised me, 
but I felt sad for her, and certain she had been 
wronged by life, though I could not quite say 
how. I sent her constant flowers and books, and 
received a sharp letter from my bank. 
Soho was much the same as ever, a mill of 
drinkers and talkers: it bored me a little now, 
and I did not frequent it as much as before, 
except to visit Archer. He sat in the lit ane 
empty shop, surrounded by unsold books nt 
unpaid bills, a tense look- on his face- Rap 
Abercrombie had left, and the coffee bar at the 


back was closed. The shop had failed, and to 
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this Archer was resigned: but he had determined 
that my book must still be published, and in 
this fixity of purpose 1 saw once more his uni- 
que and remarkable personality. Daily, at his 
brisk stiff walk, the usual mass of newspapers 


' and magazines wedged into his left armpit, he 


went down the road from the shop to talk to 
the printers. Publication was promised for the 
autumn. “How I'll pay them,” Archer said rue- 
fully, “I don’t know. But we'll manage some- 
how.” We occasionally lunched together, afd 
he told me stories of his Parton Street shop, of 
howhe had met, in turn, Dylan Thomas, George - 
Barker, David Gascoyne and Sydney Graham, 
and published them. “Frankly, 1 never read a` 
word they wrote. But I sensed then, you see, 
there was something about them . . . I sensed 
they were good.” I saw him as a dowser, waving 


‘a hazel wand not over water but over the brows ~- 


of poets. 

One day I inquired what Archer thought I. 
should do about K. “Er, well,” he said, turning 
slowly crimson, “I don’t really know, you know. 
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It’s difficult to say, isn’t it? She is, er, a very 
lively girl, isn’t she? You ought to bear that in 
mind, then, you see.” It transpired that he 
meant that K. had had a number of lovers. This 
saddened me, but I told myself that they had 
all obviously taken advantage of her trusting 
nature. 

I saw her in hospital just before I left. I was 
the only visitor, and throughout the hour I was 
allowed, K. looked at me with brooding dark 
eyes alight in her pale beautiful face. She was 
unusually silent. As`I rose to leave, she asked 
abruptly, “Do you love me?” I answered, shaki- 
ly, in the affirmative. “IJ love you too,” she said. 
The oddity of such a remark at such a time did 
not strike me. I returned worried and elated to 
Oxford for the new term. That evening Julian 
dropped in for a drink, and [ told him my pro- 
blems. He was obviously deeply perplexed. “I 
think you’re very unwise,” he said. “But cer- 
tainly all you can do is wait till she’s left 
hospital.” 

A few days later Archer jelephoned from 
London to say K. had left the hospital. 


My second term at Oxford was buried in the 
deepest part of a dank winter. It was too cold 
to walk far, and at first I stayed in my room, 
trying to write, or to study for my Prelims, due 
at the end of term. I could do neither, being 
obsessed with thoughts of K. I had no idea what 
I should do. I longed to be with her, but the 
complications in the way seemed insuperable. 
She was eight years older than I was, and I had 
very little money. When, as ĮI was sometimes 
able to, I looked at my situation coldly and 
from a long way off, I saw myself as a rather 
foolish young man. But once K. had left hospital, 
I started to break my promise to my Principal, 
and shot off to London for the day, without 
` leave, once or twice a week, to see her ang take 
her out to lunch. She seemed more beautiful 
than ever. At our lunches we held hands under 
the table, and an extraordinary intensity © 

feeling radiated between US, as though the 
separating air vibrated. Nothing else happened, 
however, for some time. When inevitably it did 
I was overcome with horror at myself, the 
monstrous seducer, and I fled to the shelter of 

i child. 

Cedar ney and I debated with myself 
whether I shouldn’t go abroad for the vacation. 
It would have been sensible, but I felt also ut 
it was cowardly, and the pull of K. took me bac! 
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to London, and our affair. - 

Soho swallowed me. K. had been a habitual 
denizen of the place since the age of seventeen, 
some eight years before. She knew the clubs 
and the restaurants, and moved through them 
like a queen, hailing her friends in the loud, 
deliberately affected voice which she seemed, 
like an actress, to assume for the public ear. 
With her, I surrendered whole days to alcohol, 
interspersed with occasional, expensive meals. I 
came to love the atmosphere of a pub at open- 
ing time: nobody there yet, the barmen dis- 
cussing last night’s incidents between yawns: 
the leathery taste of the first whicky, then 
suddenly a warmth of feeling that made one’s 
mouth witty and alive. So one’s mouth was 
ready for the acquaintances who came busily 
in, and one’s ears ready for their wit, and one 
laughed and enjoyed oneself till, very late, it 
was time for lunch. Afterwards the upstairs 
club, where everyone was gay and happy, and 
made bawdy jokes: then bed. 

This did not happen every day: even K. 
could not extricate herself that often from the 
demands of a normal life. But when she wasn’t 
there I continued the routine by myself, be- 
cause I was unhappy at her absence and because 
it was pleasurable. On days when she couldn’t 
get away, she herself was unhappy: the next day 
she would tell me how unhappy- Everything 
she said I absorbed with ‘pleasure, each remark 
she made a new shaft driven into her mind, 
opening it up to me. $ 

One lunchtime I was with K. in a Soho pub 
when a previous lover of hers came in. He was 
very untidy, his eyes were haggard, and he went 
to the bar and bought a drink. K. and I sat on at 
our table, and K. began at once to talk rapidly 
in a loud insecure voice. The young man didn’t 
look at us, but I looked intently at him. My 
unhappiness in the past few weeks, my worry 
which had been part of the unhappiness, seem- 
ed unreal before the bitter look in his eyes and 


‘mouth. Suddenly he swung from the bar, mak- 


ing a decision, and, walked to our table. Before 
he could speak, K. said in a contemptuously 
friendly tone, “Oh, piss off, darling.” 

He stared at her with a bewildered and 
harassed look, as of someone whose debts have 
suddenly become too much for him to repay. 
Then he hit her, with an open palm, in the face. 
Į was in the act of rising to intervene when he 
turned and hit me too. I sat down heavily. He 
had cut his hand on the glasses that littered the 
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table, and bright thick blood dripped down into 
. the bright thick splinters. I stared at this irides- 
cence of glass and blood in a kind of trance 
till the landlord of the pub came up and de- 
manded that we all leave. Outside, in the street, 
I said to the young man, “‘We’d better go some- 
where and talk.” He stood with the thick blood 
falling from his hand into the pavement, looking 
dusty and hopeless, and said, “Yes.” We went 
to another pub. The blood continued to leak 
vividly from his hand. I observed myself from a 
long way off as I left the pub, went to a 
chemist’s, and bought antiseptic, lint, and plas- 
ter. I returned to the pub, and bandaged the 
hand of K.’s former lover, with a pallid and 
detached feeling that I was trying to repair a 
wound deeper than any that splinters could 
inflict. 


The summer term had started. I came back to 
Oxford from Paris. I had gone there after a long 
talk with myself and with K. It was what I 
should have done before, I knew, and the know- 
ledge made me more angry with myself, and 
guilty. This knowledge, however, did not damp 
my feeling for K., and when she wrote to me in 
Paris I replied. I did not see her when I came 
back to London, however, and when I reached 
Oxford once more, I was determined to change 
my life. ; 

I had passed Prelims, which meant that I 
was sure of three clear years at Oxford. These 
years I meant to fill with work: but my own 
work, not the University’s. I was not particular- 
ly interested in the study of English Literature, 
as my tutor, Reggie Alton, quickly discovered. 
The essays I did for him were full of involyed 
metaphors and images, but utterly devoid of 
content: after I started one. with the statement 
that Byron had been born with a silver spoon in 
his mouth, Pope with a wooden spoon, and 
went on to discuss the tactile differences be- 
tween silver and wood, without further reference 
to the poets, Reggie surrendered. At all our 
subsequent tutorials, he flopped back in his 
armchair, puffing a cigarette, and looked word- 
lessly out of the window as I read my essays. 


From time to time he would eye me with a dry, 


amused, helpless air. We got on very well, how- 


i nderstood me. 
e y, I was anxious to study Old 
English: I thought it might help me, as it had 
done Auden: but I found myself totally unable 
to learn it. This disappointed me, and disappoint- 
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_ ed my Language tutor even more. However, my 


idea was to use the University, not let the 
University use me. My three years, free of re- 
sponsibilities beyond the main responsibility to 
my poetry, were an ideal period, I thought, to 
polish and harden my tools, and extend ‘my 
powers: f : 

I discovered the joys of Oxford in summer. 
The golden stone fortresses where we lived were 
sunk in baths of light, through which sonorous 
bells sang: the quadrangles were of green velvet, 
with bright stiff flowers in rows by the walls. 
The river was stroked by punts and canoes, in 
which nubile young women lay in a petalled 
froth of skirts, like large dolls. Through all this 
my friends and I moved with a kind of urgency, 
as though we all knew it would not last. 

Julian’s magazine had started. It was sup- 
posed to be for Oxford and Cambridge, and 
was called Gemini: a glossy, handsome publica- 
tion, financed by Willie Donaldson, as much an 
impresario, when a Cambridge undergraduate, 
as he was later to be in London. The first issue 
contained poems by Sylvia Plath, Ken Pitchford, 
Peter and myself, and went down very well: 
kind words were said about it in the London 
papers. Julian became very. editorial and effi- 
cient: he rushed about the bookshops checking 
on distribution: he threw sherry parties. Then 

~he handed the magazine over to me, and, in the 
same brisk, determined way, locked himself up 
for the last half of term to study for his finals, 
still a year away. 

I got the second issue together, with the help 
of a few Cambridge writers. One of them was 
Andrew Sinclair, a tall young man, with a plea- 
sant talkative face. He was working on a novel, 
and this seemed by his friends to be regarded as 
an amiable joke of his. “Nobody,” one of them 
told me, “can understand a word of it, not even 
Andrew.” This novel, The Breaking of Bumbo, 
when it appeared, was very successful, the first 
of a long sequence of books. Yet nobody would 
have suspected Andrew, at the time, of being a 
prospective professional: he sprawled about, 
laughed a lot, and did his best to appear in- 
efficient. I myself saw the necessity of a mask, 
if | was to be a writer, and Oxford provided me 
with one. I now talked all the time, and was 
surprised to find I was sometimes fairly witty. 
Į spoke with exaggerated irony and fantasy of 
pedple and poetry: the mask of the dandy be- 
hind the mask of the clown. From behind both 
masks I sometimes listened to my mouth talking 
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with astonishment: a year or two before I would 
not have believed it capable of this shower of 
aphorisms and anecdotes. | had changed, I 
thought: but how? and was it for the better? 

For better or worse, my mask, and my work, 
protected me from the thought of K. She still 
wrote to me, and I still replied, and was guilty 
because I did. I tried to put her out of my 
mind, but whenever I was not working or talk- 
ing she haunted it. When Julian congratulated 
me on a lucky escape, I did not reply. 

One afternoon Peter Levi organised a party. 
We punted upriver: sunshine fell through the 
trees on the leaf-coloured water. Peter took his 
collar off and rolled up his sleeves, revealing 
thin boyish arms: he dipped and swung the pole 
expertly, and ‘drove us swiftly through the mea- 
dows. In one of them we lay under the trees, 
ate cold chicken and straw-berries, drank chilled 
hock, and read out a play Peter had written. 
The afternoon was exquisite but somehow 
doomed: I felt we would not have many like 
this. 

We punted back at twilight. When I came 
into college I found a message waiting for me. 
I was to phone a friend in London at once. 
Wondering, I did so. In a dead voice, he told me 
that K. had taken an overdose of sleeping tablets, 
and had been sent to hospital. “You'd better 
come up,” said the dead voice on the telephone, 
“as soon as you can.” 


In the days that followed, trains spun me back 
and forth between Oxford and London. K. was 
discharged from hospital, and moved into a new- 
ly acquired flat. She came up to Oxford for a 
few days. It was splendid weather: I punted her 


on the river, and we lunched at the best hotels, ` 


and drank in my rooms OF those of other people. 
I was anxious to show her off, and introduced 
her to all my friends. Her deliberately loud, 
carrying laughter, her constant flow of badinage, 
and her beauty seemed to fascinate them: none 
of them had ever met anyone like her before: 
they succumbed, they thought she was marvel- 
lous. K. blossomed in this atmosphere of adula- 


tion, and so did I. with her. We planned to. 


marry when we were able. I was wonderfully 
happy, with a feeling that all problems had been 


solved. ; 5 
But this idyllic quality. had I only known it 


at the time, applies by its very nature only to 
the start of any affair. The time comes when 
the beloved person ceases to be a symbol, and 
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becomes a reality. Nobody is perfect in reality: 
this is‘the fallacy behind all romantic love. `K. 
was not perfect, and neither was I. I soon found 
that she was very touchy: she looked for hidden 
implications in what I said: sometimes a casual 
remark from me would draw a sudden spurt of 
reaction from her. In many ways I was reason- 


-ably mature, but in one way I was not: I had 


never had to do with another person on so 
intimate a level, and I couldn’t reassure K. as 
she needed to be reassured. In fact, when she 
saw some veiled insult in one of my remarks, 
when she said angrily that I really wanted to be 
rid of her, I tended to become abstracted, to 
withdraw into myself, wondering solemnly if 
what she said was true. It seems a little comic, 


. looked at from far away, but wasn’t at the time 


for I would be confronted then, suddenly, by a 
hostile person, not the person I knew, a person 
whose emotions were bared with a nakedness 
that appalled me. Her anger made her voice 
shrill, and mine uncertain. All this brought ter- 
rible images to my mind: this naked hostile 
emotion, to me, was associated only with my 
mother. The realisation of these images shocked 
me, so that as when a child 1 withdrew still 
farther into myself, increasing her despairing, 
somehow sad violence of behaviour. At this 
early point in our relationship these quarrels 
were soon made up. “It was my fault,” I would 
say, and K. would say, “No, mine, I had an 


, unhappy childhood.” These phrases were to toll 


like funeral bells throughout our relationship. 


In the clamours and frenzies of this last half of 
the summer term, my concern for my work be- 
came extreme. It seemed that I never had any 
time in which to write. The deuication verse 
required had been split by circumstances. Words 
were suddenly brittle, and fell apart at my touch. 
In this difficulty of spirit my friends could not 
really help me: they had their own problems as 
writers: as yet, they were all still unsure. Julian 
had tired of studying for his finals, and re- 
appeared bouncily upon the scene at the end 


‘of term. He told me he had decided to write 


fiction, and showed me several short stories 
which I thought brilliant. But he himself was 
hesitant about them. “I haven’t done what I 
wanted to do,” he said. Then, gaily, “I will next 
time.” Peter wrote poetry all the while, but 
showed it to me indecisively. “I don’t really 
like it myself. But next time . . .” Their certainty 
of a next time shamed me: I myself felt a 
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-nerveless quality in my hand, and a space in my 
head which was no longer populated. 

But I had one pillar to lean on, and strangely, 
it was my boyhood hero, Auden. He came to 
Oxford that summer as Professor of Poetry, and 
lodged in rooms in the Christ Church annexe in 
Brewer Street. Here I visited him on the. first 
day of term, when I was still working well. I 
knew numbers of poets by now, but the old 
aive still stayed with me: I came into the room 
as into church. It was a strangely bare room, 
and the curtains were drawn on the sunshine, 
so it was sepulchral as well. A heap of books 
on a table, a drink tray, and on the desk a litter 
of manuscript, were the only tokens of life, 
apart from Auden himself, who surged up from 
a chair, grunting. He was a large, heavy man, his 
ridged, tousled head had not only, like most 
people’s, a history, but a geography: there were 
mountains, rivers and valleys in his face, which 
seemed made of whitish clay. However, it was 
a kindly landscape, something in the wry turn 
of the mouth and dowr:ward lock of the eyes 
was benevolent. His gruff Oxford voice was 
rather incongruously spattered with flat Ameri- 
can vowels: this gave it a somewhat hypnotic 
effect. There was a surprising delicacy about 
his hands. 

On this first encounter, he delighted me by 
saying he liked my poems. I showed him some 
new ones, which he fanned out. on his knee, 
dropping ash over them as he peered at the 
- words. His criticism, when it came, was the best 


J had ever had. He did not seem to believe, as ` 


most critics do, that a poem should or shouldn’t 
be written in a certain way: he took it as it was, 
as a shaped object, and told one where it was 
misshapen. That he did this was to me in itself 
a compliment. 

After this we met fairly frequently. He told 
me to call whenever J felt like it, but I did not 
like to do this more, than once a week. However, 


I bumped into him now and then at the pub - 


behind the New Theatre: and at three o’clock 
every afternoon, he set off from his rooms, red 
slippers flapping, and sometimes a demure white 
twist of shirt tail fluttering under his coat, for 
a teashop in St Giles, where he said the only 
good coffee in Oxford was obtainable. Here, he 
made it known, he was available to any under- 
graduate who wished to show him verse. Every 


= consequence, the place was packed 
Se et foldersful of 


by Somerville poetesses clutching 
sects about unrequited love 1n delicate, sticky 


fingers. They stared at Auden from afar, but 
seldom dared to approach him. When they did, 
he was unfailingly courteous. 

He made none of the remarks most poets 
make about The Poet: he simply flumped down 
in his armchair in Brewer Street or his seat in 
the tearoom and was a poet: he filled crossword 
puzzles in with rapid fingers, the snowfall of 
papers on his desk deepened daily: he was al- 
ways at work with words. He was sharp about 
their’ misuse. I showed him a poem once with a 
line about women swaying their long hair, like 
trees. “That won't do,” he said crossly. “It 
won't do at all. You can have trees swaying 
their long hair, or women swaying their long 
hair, but one swaying its long hair like the other 
won't do. No.” And he pencilled the image out. 
Another time, pointing to a line, he said, “This 
is very good. It’s your best line for a long time.” 
The line was, “They fled in greatcoats to the 
night,” very much. I thought ruefully, like a 
line from an early Auden poem. 

When I dried up. midway through the term, 
the very idea of Auden comforted me. I had 
the sense that he must have been through all 
this, and now stood solid on the far side. 1 went 
to him for advice. As usual, in the dark, bare 
room with its litter of papers, he offered me a 
gin-and-French, and asked me what the matter 
was. I told him, while he grunted, lowered his 
head, and rubbed a finger down the velvet arm 
of the chair. Finally, he said, “It’s not more 
than a few days since you haven’t written any 
verse. Some people,” with his deep heaving 
chuckle, “some people don’t write for several 


-years.” Put like this, my predicament seemed 


ridiculous. However, I plunged on to say I felt 
Į] would never write again. “You'll get over it,” 
Auden grunted. I was silent. Then he looked up 
very kindly, like a veteran doctor prescribing 
for a hypochondriac, and said, “Try translating 
a few poems. That might help.” Next day he 
called on me with an armful of folders. He had 
been asked, he said, to choose the best of some 
twenty volumes of verse submitted for a prize. 
He hadn’t the time to read them. Would I do so, 
place them in order of merit, and write a short 
report on each? . 

In a youthful violence of emotion, I seemed 
to myself at this time finished as a poet, dead 
wood in which nobody could trust. To me, 
therefore, Auden’s willingness to rely on my 
taste seemed a declaration of faith in me. It 
probably wasn’t, but it comforted me at a trying 
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time. A 

At the end of term I went to see him, and 
told him I had still written nothing. He gave me 
‘a kind but rather weary stare, and said, “Perhaps 
you ought to be in love.” 

“But I am.” 


“Then it’s the wrong person,” said Auden 
shortly. 


The summer vacation started with a dark omen. 
Peter Levi, flourishing his famous stick as he 
came over Boar’s Hill, was hit by a car, and 
dragged for some distance. He was sent to 
hospital with concussion: though his injuries 
weren't serious, they shadowed the end of term. 
Under this shadow, tilted into midsummer, | 
returned to London to live with K. 

The pattern of my London life remained the 
same. Daily K. and I went into Soho. We always 
drank, and lunched, in the same places. Daily 
we saw the same people. Many of them were 
chronically without money, and much of their 
conversation was devoted to’a discussion of 
whom they could next borrow from, or who 
could be persuaded to invite them to lunch. 
The gay and cynical manner in which such re- 
marks were made struck me, at the time, as 
Bohemian and highly romantic: though even 
then I was aware of a kind of uneasiness that 
underlay it all. I had been taught that punctua- 
lity and courtesy were virtues: in Soho I un- 
learnt this: there it was thought smart to be 
neither courteous nor punctual. 

In domestic life, too, my habits altered. I 
had always had a great feeling for ritual in my 
life. Each day was ordered, and its centre was 
my work. In the mornings I had been used to 
lay out my implements on my desk: pen, pencil, 
typewriter, paper: each in a fixed relation to 
each other, a fixed distance between them. Now, 
since I seemed unable to write, the other rituals 
fell away. My days became shapeless, unplanned, 
leading nowhere except to chance encounters 
and late parties. ; 

My relationship with K. entered a new phase. 
I had always been rather silent: I liked to be 
alone as much as possible. I felt that in our 
life together, K. should accept this in me. She 
didn’t. She needed to be reassured that she was 
loved by constant conversation. and constant 
company. At first I was touched by this, and 
attempted to accommodate myself to her needs. 
But then romantic love suffered another knock. 
I found out how selfish I was. I was very aware 
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of myself: the sound of my own voice, un- 
willingly emitted, became paralysingly familiar 
to me. As though another person, I found my 
inflections, my intonations, my very phrases, 
more and more predictable, more and more of 
a bore: thus, standing away from myself, I could 
see how forced and false many of my remarks 
to K. sounded, when, in a silent mood, I was 
compelled by her to talk. She was sensitive to 
it too: and her need for reassurance forced her 
into more furies. Perhaps these were meant to 
provoke some genuine reaction from me: They 
did; they drove me further into myself, and this 
made K. worse. However, I stayed in love with 
her. Partly this was physical, and partly it was 
that I had initially plunged myself so wholly 
into our affair. Worry prevented me from work: 
most days I washed it all away in whisky, and 
suffered from a perennial crapula. 

During these expensive and painful ablutions, 
I noticed something that disquieted me. K. was 
insecure about many things, but not about her 
physical attraction. When she swept intoa party, 
the heads of the men turned: they stared. Soon, 
in the centre of the room, K. stood with her 
drink, throwing back her long hair, laughing a 
throaty laugh, entirely surrounded by admirers. 
This made me furious; ironically, it also brought 
me closer to her, in that I didn’t want to lose her. 

Meanwhile, my account at the bank was 
rapidly emptying itself. The Soho days were 
expensive, and on top of it all were my Oxford 
bills. I started a rapid landslide into debt. When 
I considered that all this was my father’s money, 
I felt confused and perplexed, but I tried not to 
consider it, and generally I succeeded. 

There were the good times too: moments 
when everyone in the bar with us was suddenly 
funny and sweet: moments when we visited 
friends in the country, and K., in sweater and 
slacks, tramping down muddy lanes, loudly sang 
comic songs, and was unaffected and childlike. 
These moments were still frequent in our re- 
lationship, and at each of them a great sweetness 
flowed into me, and made me happy. ' 


Archer’s bookshop had finally closed. He had 
let the main floor to an agency, and retreated 
into the basement, which was now piled high 
with books and bills. At the end of September, « 
shortly before the Oxford term was due to 
start, the clutter in the basement was added to 
by the arrival of numerous crates which con- 
tained copies of my book. It was the first time 
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I had seen it. I turned a copy to and fro in my 
hands, opened it, looked at the poems which 
I knew like children. They seemed to belong to 
another part of my life. But the book looked 
handsome, and the poems stood well on the 
page. and turning it over in my hands I felt once 
more the flutter of power, the knowledge that 

I was a poet. 

Archer flapped round over the books, with 
the air of a hen who has at long last produced 
an egg. He was even more proud of them than 
I was. He took an armful out with him, and 
distributed them, free, through the Soho pubs. 
At this time it seemed likely that this would be 
the only way anyone would ever read them, 
for there was no distribution organised. I was 
determined, however, that the book should be 
known. Archer and 1, scrabbling on our knees 
in the basement in a thicket of brown paper 
and sellotape, sent off review copies: then, 
grimly, and with a briefcase full of copies, I 
tramped round London trying to persuade book- 
shops to accept them. This was a much harder 
task than I had imagined; several bookshops 
refused to stock them at all, even on sale or 
return; their shelves were already crowded, they 
said, and anyway poetry didn’t sell. 

When I had placed as many booksas possible, 
I waited for the reviews. I opened the weeklies 
and the Sunday papers with trembling hands: 
but for days nothing appeared. Then, the week 
before I was due to return to Oxford, Edwin 
Muir reviewed the book in the New Statesman, 
and gave it high praise. Other favourable-reviews 
followed. The book, after all the difficulties and 
the setbacks, was a success. I went to lunch with 
Stephen, and he smiled hugely, as though he 
were as pleased as I. “I told you so,” he said. 


My second year at Oxford started as the first 
had done, with wreaths of mist on the trees, 
and the gasfire hissing busily in the common 


room. I had been allotted new quarters: hand- 
some white-painted rooms in the second qua- 
drangle, which were said to have been occupied 
by Lawrence of Arabia. 

The rooms apart, everything was the same: 
Julian bounded in, flushed with autumn, to 
show me some new short stories. “I’m writing a 
novel,” he said. I felt a little bitter that I had 
no new poems to show him. But he congratu- 
lated me on the success of my book, full of 
pleasure for me, and I thought that at least 
there was something I had done. Later Peter 
called: he had recovered from his accident, but 
still looked pale and unwell: it suited him in a 
way: “Come beagling,” he said. So early next 
day I went with him to the woods outside Ox- 
ford, and there we watched the fighting and 
yapping dogs and the gaitered county people 
who owned them stream away through the cob- 
webbed misty. trees. Peter and I walked leisurely 
after. He pointed with his stick at late flowers, 
called on me to admire the effect of a yellow 
disc of sun apparently entangled in naked bran- 
ches, and discussed the habits of the hare. In 
this way we came through fields and woods, 
or splashed across icy brooks which rang like 
little bells. Ahead of us travelled the faint yap- 
ping of the dogs, and we glimpsed them now and 
then on the horizon. In this quiet relationship 
with my friend, which took less and gave more 
than my relationship with K., I felt completely 
peaceful,completely confident. Eventually, from 
the brow of a small hill, we looked down into 
a sudden sea of mist, on which, racing and re- 
flected, shone the small gold disc of the sun. 
“That’s the kind of view,” Peter said a little 
breathlessly, “which you and I will still be re- 
minding each other of in twenty years.” I had 
lived so much in the moment of late that I had 
almost forgotten that there was a future: but 
Peter’s words reminded me that it lay there, 
like the mist, unprospected and possibly hopeful. 


The best betrayal. 
The weather, winter. 
I left my trial. 
“Song about the usual subject” from POEMS 
(1955-1965) 


A NOTHER ARRIVAL AT the University 
was an Indian writer, Ved Mehta. Ved 
had been blind since he was three: he had been 
sent to a blind school in America, and from 
there gone up to Harvard. His autobiography 
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had been published in America, and had had a 
great success. Ved was stocky and dapper, dress- 
ed always in suits of excellent cut. His closed 
eyes and slow, deliberate movements gave him 
a sleepy air which misled those who met him 
for the first time: he was in fact exceptionally 
acute, reacting and observing always, and had a 
rather waspish line in wit. He led a different 
life from that of any other University writer.in 


that he had a secretary, and attended club din- © 
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ners frequently, resplendent in evening dress. 

He intensely disliked people who tried to 
heip him. Anyone who took his arm to assist 
him across the street was likely to be roughly 
shaken off, and thereafter Ved would muse 
aloud about the solicitous person: “He may be 
all right in some ways,” he would murmur, “but 
there’s something about him I don’t like.” This 
independence led him into fantastic feats. Out- 
side his college was a precipitous drainpipe that 
snaked past the window of his rooms: when, 
after a party, the gate was locked, he would 
ascend the drainpipe like Sir Edmund Hillary, 
and swing himself from it through the window 
like Tarzan of the Apes. Nobody who was able 
to see this drainpipe was ever foolhardy enough 
to follow Ved, but he himself never slipped or 
fell. 

My relationship with him was a little different 
from my relationship with my other friends. 
This was because he was also Indian, and he 
was much more Indian than I was. Though he 
had spent his whole adult life in America, he 
thought of India as his country, while I already 
thought of England as mine. He spoke Hindi 
fluently, and he intended to return to India and 
live there: he had roots in its soil. I didn’t. In our 
relationship was a shared secret, the’ secret of 
the country seven thousand miles away, which 
none of our other friends had ever seen. Ved 
often spoke to me of his childhood: less often, 
I spoke to him of mine. 


K. now worked as a secretary in London, which 
meant she was only free at weekends. Every 
weekend, therefore, I raced down to London to 
see her. This led to a good deal of trouble. 
Undergraduates who lived in College were sup- 
posed to sleep there: it was obvious, on certain 
nights, that I didn’t. I had a series of difficult 
interviews with Mr. Christie, and finally the Fel- 
lows of the College met to decide whether or 
not they should send me down. Not only was Í 
constantly a¥sent without leave, but my work 
was very poor. That they did not send me down 
was due to Mr Christie: he reminded the meet- 
ing, I was told by someone who was there, that 
University College had had to raise a marble 
monument to Shelley, to atone for sending him 


down, and that Jesus, a poor college, would not. 


be able to afford such atonement for me. 
So, precariously, I stayed on at Oxford. The 


i i the 
recarious quality of my stay was in a way 
ea of my worries. My whole life so far had 
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been conditioned to the idea that there was 
always money about, lots of money, to pay bills 
and entertain oneself with. But now there wasn’t: 
what with K. and bills in Lor.don and Oxford, 
and overdrafts which I couldn’t understand, I 
had very little money to play with, and it be- 
came less every day. 

Now, looking back, I realise that in this, as 
in most other respects, I was too young for K. 
She was accustomed to men who had money, 
or could make it. Apart from my poems, I had 
then no means of earning money whatever. She 


. seemed to look on my inability to take her out 


to dinner, or to pay a bill for the house, as a 
further proof of my lack of love. So I became 
silent and evasive. Trying to avert scenes, I 
fabricated imaginary sums, due shortly to arrive 
and settle all the bills. When these did not arrive, 
the scenes did, and were naturally worse than 
ever. During every such scene, the-image of my. 
mother came between us. I felt trapped in my 
own childhood, and in my dreams K. and my 
mother often turned into each other. 

By this time I think K. realised, as I did, the 
magnitude of the mistake we had made. Our 
life together was almost that of enemies: neither 
of us trusted the other, and our mutual tensions, 
briefly released in bed, flared once more at 
dawn. Then, often, I wanted to break out of the 
trap I had constructed, and return to the work 
that had abandoned me. But a terrible invisible 
knot of pride held us together. 

K. had, l now realise, many admirable quali- 
ties: she was brave, honest, and loyal to her 


- friends. She was sometimes very perceptive, 


though her ideas were not thought out but felt. 
I think now that probably we could have been 
friends: the fatal mistake was for us to become 
sexually involved. We were too different as in- _ 
dividuals to live successfully together. But at 
that moment we were locked together too vio- 
lently for release, like fighting hawks that fall, 
claws fastened in each other’s flesh, in a long 
slow spin, with the ignored reality of earth 


` banking itself below. 


In the Easter vacation, K. and I went to Paris. 
The Paris I liked to prowl was a city where no- 
body knew me, but this was not K.’s idea. She 
preferred to spend the morning at the Deux 
Magots, have lunch at Lipp’s, and then spend 
the afternoon in the Flore. Here there wete al- 
ways numbers of English people whom she had 
met at one time or another. In a way it was as 
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bourgeois a method of visiting Paris as to visit it 
with a coachload of people from your own pro- 
vincial town, but K. did not see this, and it 
seemed to me a lovable and childish illusion 
of hers. 


I had hoped that Paris; the new air, the new 
people, would help K. and myself to repair our 
own relationship. There were gentle, civilised 
evenings with the Greek poet Nanos Valaoritis 
and the American novelist Theodora Keogh: but 
there were also periods when both K. and I drank 
heavily, and in these periods bitterness broke 
out in us both. It was as though we were not 
only closely intimate, but also total strangers: 
we wounded each other with every action, and 
we knew how to wound each other most deeply. 
After one violent scene I sat on the bed of the 
hotel room, which seemed now like a cell in 
which we were locked together. It was curiously 
dreamlike: the image of the cell came out of one 
of my dreams. K., standing across the room, 
said bitterly, “I suppose now you'll want to 
leave me.” “Anyone who behaves as you do,” 
I said, “deserves to be left.” She was silent, and 
when I looked up I saw with amazement anda 
sudden sort of tenderness that soundless tears 
were pouring down her face. 


The summer term came. I returned to Oxford 
with some relief: the stresses of life with K. had 
worn me out. I now had nightmares of our life 
together, going on in endless circles forever, and 
in my waking moments could still find no way 
out of this nightmare to which guilt and respon- 
sibility had fastened me. As often before, I told 
Julian about my troubles: but he was no longer 
the gay companion of earlier days: his finals 
were at the end of term, ‘he was methodically 
working for them, and simultaneously on his 
stories. He seemed to sense the direction and 
flow of his life in a way that I couldn’t. It seem- 
- ed to me that at the start of Oxford I had been 
older in spirit than most of my friends, but that 
[had stayed the same, while they advanced, and 
were now older than Į was. “Honestly, Julian 
said testily, “you'll have to make a decision 
some time.” “I know,” I said humbly, like a 


rebuked child. 


cei letter 
Towards the end of term I received a lett 
from Lord David Cecil. I did not know him 
well. I had met him occasionally, floating down 
the summer streets in a white suit and a straw 
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boate: from which ribbons fluttered. His re- 
marks to me, delivered in a very rapid, lisping 
voice which I could hardly follow, were normal- 
ly about the weather. I did not think that he 
was even aware I wrote verse. I was very sur- 
prised, therefore, when his letter informed me 
that he was one of the judges of the Hawthorn- 
den Prize, and that it had been awarded to my 
book. 

Immediately clouds of reporters and tele- 
vision cameras floated up to me from London. 
A literary prize is not usually the occasion for 
such a concentration of publicity, but there 
were several reasons for this. Firstly, the Haw- 
thornden had not been awarded since the war. 
Secondly, I was the youngest person ever to win 
it, and the first non-English writer. Thirdly, the 
most important, there was a shortage of news 
that month. 

So I found my’ face and the details of my 
life blazoned over the newspapers, and appeared 
for the first time before television cameras, in- 
coherently answering questions about poetry. 
My reaction. to this was dual: my ego, stroked 
and fed, expanded, and made me forget that I 
had not in fact written anything for a consider- 
able time; simultaneously, I knew in my bones 


that this was a dangerous thing to have happened. 


The atmosphere of youthful genius that was 
building up round me was not an atmosphere in 
which I could get back to my work. I had want- 
ed my poems to be known, and the award of 
the prize assured that they were: but I had not 
wanted them to be so publicised, so praised by 
reporters who knew nothing about verse. Poetry 
was not a matter to be touched by this sort of 
publicity. : 

The actual presentation of the prize was mid- 
way through the summer vacation. K. and I 
lunched at the Ritz with the judges, and during 
lunch she was all smiles. Afterwards we went to 
the ceremony. Lord David, Veronica Wedgwood 
and L. P. Hartley, three of the judges, sat on 
the platform with Mrs Pandit, the Indian High 
Commissioner, and Lord David made a speech. 
He alluded to the honour done to us all by the 
presence of Mrs Pandit, and indicated Miss 
Wedgwood with a graceful flutter of the hand: 
then he praised the work of Miss Wedgwood, 
and bowed courteously to Mrs Pandit. After a 
few references to the rapturous irony of my 
verse, he finished, and I trotted up to the plat- 
form, and received my cheque and medal. 

Later, as we were all drinking tea, an un- 
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known man approached me. He congratulated 
me on the.prize, and then announced that he 
had news that would please me even more. “I 
am in a position to say,” he told me, “that Her 
Majesty the Queen has read your book of poems 
and that she was graciously pleased with it.” 

‘That evening K. and I threw a party. It was 
a great success. Stephen said, grinning a little 
maliciously, “You'll be winning the Queen’s 
Medal next.” Someone passed out in the lava- 
tory, and Julian had to climb over a roof and 
through a window to unlock the door. David 
Archer somehow managed to fall into a dustbin 
in the courtyard, where he remained for some 
time, as ‘though performing in a Beckett play. 
Everyone was very happy and full of congratula- 
tions, and for the first time that day I felt I had 
done something worthwhile. 

When the party was. over, K. turned to me 
and said abruptly, “You don’t need me any 
more.” Then she rushed into the bathroom, 
leaving me tired and shaken amidst the debris of 
the revels. Eventually I followed her into the 
bathroom. She was sitting on the edge of the 
bath, chipping away at her wrists with a razor 
blade. She had already inflicted a few minor 
cuts on herself. When I appeared, she looked 
up and said, “You made me do this.” 

I took the blade away from her. She was not 
really hurt, but there was blood in the bath and 
on the floor. Its strenuous red affronted my 
tired eyes. I felt nothing but a deep blankness. 


The summer vacation passed slowly. It had be- 
come virtually impossible for K. and myself to 
have a normal conversation. Only a mutual pos- 
sessiveness kept us together. She now had a post 
as a copywriter, and was away all day, but I still 
couldn’t write, and drank heavily instead, and 
was glad when term came round once more. 

- It was my last year. Many changes had taken 
place in the structure of my university life. 
Quentin had left: Peter had departed to teach 
at Stonyhurst. Julian had achieved the First he 
had worked for, but had come back to do a 
thesis. He had taken a flat off the Woodstock 
Road. I myself had to move out of college for 
the first time. I was fortunate to find rooms in 
Polstead Road, near Julian, in a large house kept 
by an old couple, named Kirkby. My sitting- 
room, vast and Victorian, looked out over an 
elaborate, pretty garden. tended by Mr Kirkby. 

In my vast sitting-room, looking out over 
the autumn garden, I began slowly and tenta- 
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tively to write poetry once more. 

The start of the next term set off a series of 
explosions. K., when I had returned to Oxford, 
constantly telephoned and wrote in extreme 
phrases. She threatened to commit suicide. I 
couldn’t understand this sudden new melodra- 
ma; I made constant trips to London to see her, 
as a result of which I missed several tutorials, 
and the dons of my college met once more to 
decide whether or not to send me down. 

Mr Christie, I knew, was on my side: Reggie 
Alton, for whom I had done so very little work, 
and John Hale, the History tutor, spoke for me: 
but there were a number of more conservative 
dons who demanded my expulsion. I was appre- 
hensive, not so much because I wanted to take 
my degree as because Oxford had become the 
staff I leant on. I did not want to be exposed 
at once to London. On the morning of the 
meeting, I paced Tate’s rooms in All Souls for 
two hours, while he gently rubbed his moustache 
with his fingers, smiled in his ironic way, and 
poured me dollops of whisky. Eventually John 
Hale telephoned. Once more, he said, I was safe. 

The Easter vacation arrived a few days later. 
I returned to London. K.’s disturbed mood con- 
tinued. There had always been interludes of 
peace between our storms, now there were none. 
Even in this terrible time, I could not make the 
simple decision to leave her; there were too 
many complications in my mind. But K. now 
had frequently to visit the provinces on her 
firm’s business; each visit allowed me a day or 
two’s rest, during which I thought and drank. 
One day, as I indulged myself thus, the tele- 
phone chirped. It was a friend who told me, in 
the kind way that friends have, that K. was 
madly in love with another man. I put down 
the telephone and waited to feel outrage and 
shock. Instead, quite suddenly, I was filled with 
an incredible, enormous sense of freedom. It 
was as though the bars of a prison were being 
prised out from around me, till only a few re- 
mained: yet also as though there was some act 
I must perform to break down the final bars and 
be fully free. I did not wait to see K., but went 
out to a literary pub, selected a pretty young 
woman, deliberately picked her up, and went 
to bed with her.. It was the only time we ever 
met. Next day, as I dressed, she remarked, “Do 
you know, it’s funny, I’m actually in love with 
someone else. Are you?” “No,” I said. 


It was true. It was done. I had pulled down. 


the final bars. That day I left K. 
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Sorrow has stopped your eye, 
Your dream is desolate. 
It calls me every day 
But I will not enter it. 
You know I will not return . . . 
“Letter to my Mother” from POEMS 1955-1965 


LAY ON MY back in a punt, inert, look- 
ing up through summer leaves at the sky. 
Red wheels luminous with yellow turned behind 
my half-closed eyelids. The sun’s colour made 
my body heavy: to move a hand was like shift- 
ing a mountain. If I moved my hand I could 
open the textbook that lay open beside me: but 
I didn’t want to. The final examination, a week 
away, did not seem greatly to matter. What 
mattered was to inhale into my flesh all the 
rivery air of the city which I had first hated, 
then loved, and was soon to leave. It had been 
like this all summer. What I had missed in Ox- 
ford, through the life that had led me, I was 
determined to replace. I had done no bookwork: 
but, in a deckchair in Mr Kirkby’s garden, had 
breathed roses and written verse, or had fed 
avidly on the company of my friends. The unity 
that had so long held us together would shatter 
with the end of term: we would fragment and 
fly away, each into his own future. I did not yet 
know for certain what my own future would be. 
I moved my hand, very slowly, and splashed 
it in the dappled water. It gloved my fingers 
coldly, and pressed a twig into my palm. From 
the bank above me a husky voice inquired. 
“Awake?” The girl looked down at me with 
large serious brown eyes. Perhaps my future 
was with her: at least, I hoped it would be. I had 
met her at a party, when I had resolved my 
attitude to women: a predator, I would prowl 
the forests of flesh, and attach myself to no- 
body. But at the party the girl had spoken to 
me in her husky voice, and looked at me with 
her grave brown eyes, and next day I had sent 
her flowers and asked her to lunch. She had a 
gentle, very feminine nature: she listened to all 
I said, and she had very good manners. So now 
I had built a new prosperous future round her. 
I was full of love, I discovered, only | hadn't 
been able to give it latterly to K., and the dis- 
covery of the love in me pleased and surprised 
me. I didn’t know what to e Sinal Hs love, 
t to pour it out at the feet of the girl. 
ea down the river to Cowley. The girl 
lay on the cushions trailing a hand in the Ma 
like Ophelia: seeds of a poem twitched inside 
my head. I began to paste the lines into my 


memory in time to the lift and fall of the pole 
in the heavy water. We left the punt at Cowley 
and ran over Magdalen Bridge, down the High 
to All Souls: Allen Tate was having a party. It 
was full of my friends; they were full of talk 
about the examinations coming up. This irritated 
me, but only for a minute. I looked with love 
at the known faces around me, and back at the 
girl who stood beside me, poised on her toes 
as though ready to fly. There was something 
grave and mournful in her face, and when we 
left the party and walked down the warm twilit 
High, I told her so. She looked at me in sur- 
prise, her brows raised. “Did you really think 
that?” she asked. I said fervently that I did. 
“Sometimes,” she said, “I don’t think you know 
what I’m like at all.” 

I tended in those days to see my friends not 
as they were but as I imagined they should be. 
Julian and Ved, for instance, I saw as totally 
confident, walking the paths they had chosen 
towards the destination they had chosen, aware 
of every step they took. I now see that this was 
not really true: they were subject to the same 
doubts and fears as myself, but they handled 
them better, and refused to be as frequently and 
deeply swayed by them as I. I saw this faintly at 
the time,.in a conversation I had with Ved a 
short while before Schools. Our conversations, 
as a rule, were frivolous and ironic, and we 
teased each other constantly. However, on this 
occasion Ved told me that he planned to return 
to India shortly. “Do you want to live there?” 
I asked him. His lips pursed a little, and he mur- 
mured, “I don’t know, that’s the trouble. Some- 
body’s offered me a job in New York. I don’t 
know if I should accept it. There might be 
something I could do in India. . .” 

I had never associated indecision with Ved, 
and watched in surprise as he shook his head 
and went on, “But would people like us fit in 
at home? I don’t know that either. Do you 
know, the other day an Indian boy came round 
for a drink, hed come up here for his three 
years, then he was going home. He never con- 
templated anything else. It’s different for me. 
And for you, but it’s not so different for you, 
your choice is straightforward enough, there’s 
nothing Indian about you, Dommie, you belong 
here if you belong anywhere . . . you’d never fit 
in at home.” 

The idea that Ved thought my life simpler 
than his intrigued me, but suddenly I under- 
stood what he meant. I had put down roots of 
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work and friendship in England which would 
keep me here whatever | felt about returning to 
India. 1 would always have, I thought, moments 
when invisible roots pulled me towards the 
country of my birth, like the moment I had had 
in Julian’s car in the Cotswolds; but Verrier 
Elwin had warned me years before that I would 
have such moments, so that I would not be un- 
prepared. In a way this conversation made up 
my mind not to live in India: in the previous 
months I had wavered a little in my determina- 
tion to become an expatriate. What I would do 
in England was another matter; but in England, 

I realised, I would stay. 


Schools were much less alarming than I had 
thought they would be. I was able to answer the 
Literature papers, from private reading rather 
than study, fairly easily: the Language papers 
were my difficulty. But I had already decided 
that it didn’t matter what sort of degree I ob- 
tained, so long as I passed: so I pecked away at 
the Language questions in the hope of attain- 
ing the minimum correctness necessary to pass 
them. This did not take me very long: for the 
rest of the time I sat up in my ridiculous harness 
of grey suit, white bowtie and gown, and watch- 
ed the other examinees with detached interest. 


Term was not yet over, and the next few days 
were an orgy of farewells. Though my friends 
and I knew we would meet again, we knew also 
that we would never have quite the same ab- 
solute relationship, the world would take that 
away from us. I began to wonder what I would 
do. As a child, my father had always tended to 
solve my problems: he wrote and suggested that 
I revisit India, even if I didn’t stay there. My 
mother longed to see me, and so did he. I told 
Ved about this, and he thought it an excellent 
idea. He, too, was sorry to have finished with 
Oxford: he was returning to India, a little ap- 
prehensive, and he would be glad, he said frank- 
ly, for his own sake, if I were there too. “Be- 
sides,” he remarked, “what will you do in 
London? You'll have to write little articles for 
the newspapers, and they won’t pay you much. 
If you come back to India and write a book 
about it, you'll make enough money to start off 
as a writer. Writers need capital too.” I thought 
about the girl I had happily committed myself 
to, but, as I had felt when I left K. to go to the 
Hungarian frontier, I felt there would be some- 
thing romantic about such an exile. I wrote 
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to my father and asked him to buy me a return 
ticket. 

With this settled, I felt more at ease. On the 
last day of term I made a round of duty calls, 
saying goodbye. The two I most wanted to make 
were on Auden and Tate. It had been a re- 
markable experience, in its way, to have them 
both in Oxford at the same time: they had 
taught me more about my craft than anyone 
else had ever done. This was not only by cri- 
ticism, but by example: their physical presence, 
and the presence of those sharp and sedulous 
minds, had reassured me that poets did con- 
tinue, and need not necessarily burn themselves 
out or die young. They had given me much of 
their-time and patience, and I was grateful. 


My luggage and I arrived in London the next 
day. This final trip stranded me on the platform 
at Paddington with a feeling of loss. I had not 
found anywhere to live. I dumped my cases at 
Archer’s flat nearby and set off to find one for 
myself. A number of the flats advertised said 
“No Coloured”, which gave me a strange sen- 
sation: it had been years since I had thought of 
myself as being any particular colour. I had been 
taught not to, and the idea of a colour bar filled 
me with sudden rage and hatred. I tended always 
to be unaware of things until they affected me 
personally, and this seemed a personal affront. 
To reassert myself, I raised my price range, and 
soon found a very expensive flat in Chelsea. I 
stayed the night with Archer, and moved in 
next day. 

The girl I was in love with had also arrived 
in London, and I spent most of my time with 
her. We went to the cinema, or to riverside pubs, 
and I lived in a sort of haze of romance. My 
feelings were those of one who has found an 
oasis after annoying days of grit in his throat 
and shoes. Our relationship was very peaceful: 
it was more, though I didn’t realise it at the 
time, like the relationship of very good friends 
than the relationship of lovers. In fact we were 
not lovers, there was something very delicate 
and remote in my care for her, as though I 
lifted her out of her flesh, and floated her in- 
atti in the air beside me. This sentimental 

ity in my attachm 
tae acer natant serenely affected all 

On the night before I left ia, I reas- 
sured her that I would be eee Ti 
with a faint irritation I sensed that she did not 
need reassurance: she would miss me, she said, 
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but she didn’t say she would miss me much, or 
for long. The brown eyes that always seemed to 
me so sad looked gravely at me: “Take care of 
yourself,” she said. “Don’t' drink too much.” I 
promised I wouldn’t. Simply because her feel- 
ing for me seemed to lack the intensity I had 
hoped for, mine became more intense. I took 
her delicate head in my hands, and looking into 
her eyes said in the pregnant tones of MacArthur 
leaving the Philippines, “I shall be back.” 


When I landed at Bombay, I was suddenly aware 
that I was a foreigner. The gestures and intona- 
tions of the people around me were strange. 
The quality of the dust, the trees, and the air 
were different from what I was used to. Then 
past the Customs my father put his arms round 
me, and a moment later my mother, who had 
been standing back, a little shyly, was all over 
me. She looked much older than when I had 
last seen her: there wasa lot of white in her hair, 
and both her face and body had grown smaller. 
When I put my arms round her she seemed 
weightless, as though one were to try and em- 
brace a bird. She talked constantly about how 
tall I was, how thin I looked, how she would 
feed me up, and about the various delicacies 
she had stocked up on to feed me with. A few 
years before the fact that Kutthalingam was not 
standing by the car would have shocked me: 
now, seeing a bearded young Moslem chauffeur 
there instead, I simply accepted his presence and 
Kutthalingam’s absence. 

In the days that followed, I sniffed warily 
around Bombay. My eyes were those of a tourist: 
the beggars, the palm trees, and the teeming 
whiteclad crowds were reflected in them, but 
did not penetrate. It was all very: strange. Yet, 
naggingly, behind it all, there were echoes and 
scents which awoke some memory in me. Like 
a dream, the city was a new experience, which 
I knew that I had had before. 

Ezekiel came to see me. He, too, was older, 
he had filled out physically and his hair was 
touched with grey. “There are no new poets,” 
he said mournfully. “Things are the same as 
they were when you were here before.” He him- 
self wrote on, publishing his verse in local maga- 
zines, or bringing out books of it for the printing 
of which he paid. No publisher in India would 
touch English verse: and the difficulties of being 
published in England were considerable, from 
seven thousand miles away. There smed in 
me a great courage in Ezekiel, and a gift whic 
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no amount of discouragement would dry up. 
I felt guilty that I had not been tested in the 
same fires; to me, whom Ezekiel had helped 
when I was a boy, the success he himself sought 
for had come easily. Yet for all my memories of 
Ezekiel, and my friendship for him, I could not 
evoke through him the dead emotions of my 
past. Five years full of other friendships stood 
between us. The city of my birth was still be- 
yond my reach. Š 

In my parents’ flat, I moved about a little 
awkwardly, touching things. It was extraordinary 
to me, after my English years, to lift the tele- 
phone without thinking about the bill, to order 
a drink which the bearer fetched on a tray, to 
sit at a properly laid table and have lunch served 
to me. I was the young master of the household, 
come back from across the black waters, and 
the servants vied with each other to see to my 
comfort. It was a little disconcerting, after a 
bath, to find the bearer helpfully holding up 
my trousers so that I could step into them. I 
had forgotten about all this, and I could not 
adjust to it, knowing that I would have to go 
back to my other, more real existence. 

Then, a few days after my arrival, the bearer, 
fetching my moming tea, said shyly, in English, 
which he did not speak well, but which he was 
forced to employ because I had forgotten my 
Hindustani, “Saheb, old driver come to see 
you.” Outside my bedroom door stood a thin, 
black old, man in a vest and sarong. His hair was 
white, but the pug face was unaltered, and I 
saw it was Kutthalingam. He folded his hands 
and bowed his head in the gesture of greeting. 
When he lifted his head his eyes were full of 
tears. He suddenly plunged forward impulsively 
and hugged me as he had always done, saying 
in an incredulous and happy voice, over and 
over, “My young master has come back!” He 
showed me his hands, which were now com- 
pletely crippled by arthritis. “I no good for 
driving no more. Master give me house and pen- 
sion, now I sitting at home, but I hear my young 
master coming Bombay, so I coming also.” He 
had travelled from the depths of the south, 
several hundred miles, to see me. Though he 
was unable to drive, he annoyed the new young 
chauffeur intensely by sitting beside him in the 
front seat whenever I went out, and telling him 
not to go so fast, did he want to kill his young 
master? or reproving him for grinding the gears: 
“My young master not wanting to hearing such 
noises.” On one occasion I went to visit some- 
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one in the suburbs, and we parked by a small 
patch of mud, which I had to cross to enter the 
house. Kutthalingam, when he saw this, became 
intensely excited. “My young master no must 
dirty his shoes.” He ordered the new driver to 
remove his uniform jacket, and before I could 
prevent him, flung it down into the mud. “Young 
master walking on that.” The jacket was already 
beyond salvation, so I obeyed him, while the 
new driver looked on with an expression quite 
different from Sir Walter Raleigh’s. 

But through Kutthalingam I achieved what I 
had been unable to achieve through anybody 
else, a recognition of the city of my childhood. 
As we drove around, he would point to one 
place or another, and tell anecdotes about what 
I had done or not done there when younger. 
Some were rather shocking to me now: “Here I 
waiting five hours, young master going some- 
where else, forgetting to tell me™: but he seem- 
ed to remember them happily, and to treasure 
these memories. 

I had long talks with him, I think he was the 
least complex man I have ever met. He seemed 
to have organised his entire. life and thought 
round the idea of service to my family. His 
dedication was absolutely simple: I wished I 
could achieve so straightforward a dedication 
to my work and my life. I once told a Marxist 
friend about Kutthalingam, and he muttered 
something about despicable slaves, but Kuttha- 
lingam was neither despicable nor a slave: he 
was a very proud man, he chose.the direction of 
his life, and within it he was full of love. 

I asked him if he was happy in his retire- 
ment. “Oh, yes,” he said, “my young master 
not worrying. I very happy. I getting pension 
from master, I got my own house, everything.” 
What did he do with his time? “I sitting in my 
house, and the other old men coming to see me. 
And I telling them about my young master in 
Ingiland, and how we all happy, when he was 
little-little boy.” 


I was called on to read and lecture at various 
places: the British Council, the U.S.I.S., and 
some of the colleges. I also, to my surprise, 
received an invitation to revisit my old school 
and talk to the boys. For curiosity’s sake, I 
accepted this, and found the place exactly as 
I remembered it: a grey barracks with dusty 
fields round it, populated by priests and pupils. 
These priests, like Peter, were Jesuits, but I 
could find none of the respect in myself for 
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their cloth that I did for Peter’s. However, I 
was as polite as I knew how, and lectured to a 
bored audience of boys, sprinkled with mem- 
bers of the staff who applauded loudly at every- 
thing I said. Afterwards I was invited to tea with 
the priests and the staff. As I was trying to 
balance a pink cake on my saucer, one of the 
senior priests came up and said sternly, “I must 
speak to you.” I indicated that I was ready to 
gratify his desire. He said in ominous tones, 
“We have heard that you have been involved 
with a divorced woman in London.” He ob- 
viously meant K. I had heard of the bush 
telegraph, but this was ridiculous. ÍI murmured 
that my involvement had ended some time back. 
“It is still a sin, my son,” he told me lugu- 
briously. “I trust you did not contemplate mar- 


_Tiage with this woman?” I said that as a matter 


of fact I had. He was very shocked, and told me 
so. “Are you involved with any other woman 
now?” he inquired. I intimated politely that 
this was a matter that concerned only myself. 
“Well,” he said, “I trust she is a Catholic.” He 
perhaps read my reply in my eyes, for he added, 
“We must find you a good Catholic girl.” My 
alarm at this remark increased when shortly 
afterwards one of the teachers, a pretty girl like 
those at whom, in our adolescence, Mickey, 
Satish and I had cocked lecherous eyes, came 
up and asked me if I danced, I didn’t, I told 
her. “There is a dance,” she informed me, “‘at 


our church hall tomorrow, and I have nobody’ 


to take me. I wondered . . .” Hastily, I informed 
her that I was extremely busy the next day. 
“We would like it,” she said enticingly, “if 
instead of dancing, you read us some of your 
poems.” I made some evasive remark and fled. 

After this, however, I noticed amongst the 
Catholics I met a dual intention towards me. 
They wanted to reclaim me to the fold, and they 
wanted me to marry someone. There was some- 
thing very Indian about all this. -It annoyed me 
intensely. The Cardinal of Bombay, who asked 
me to come and see him, reminded me that he 
had baptised me, and also that my mother was 
a devout Catholic and much distressed by my 
lack of faith. He was a very nice man, with long 
fingers which he plaited ardently together as he 
spoke. I realise,” he said, “that you want to 
write poetry, but you will find that the greatest 
art is produced by devout Catholics. Who, for 
instance, are the greatest pair of modern novel- 
ists? Who are the greatest pair of modern poets?” 
I knew whom he would Cite for the novelists, 
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but was puzzled about the poets. “Chesterton 
and Belloc,” he told me. After:that I couldn’t 
really take anything else he said seriously. 


Largely to flee from further Catholic attentions, 
I moved up to Delhi, where I encountered Ved. 
Together we went up into Nepal, stayed at the 
palace of a hereditary ruler there, rode into the 
mountains, and eventually left for Calcutta. 
From here Ved flew to New York: he had after 
all decided to accept the job he had been offered 
there. I went on to interview Nehru and the 
Dalai Lama, and wound up in the frontier state 
of Sikkim, in wild remote country. Here I 
crossed the Tibetan border and narrowly es- 
caped capture by a Chinese patrol. I described 
all these adventures in the book I subsequently 
wrote. 

I wrote most of this book on my return to 
Bombay from my travels. This meant that I was 
at home all day, which greatly pleased my 
mother. She had been rather distressed by my 
absence, and on my return cosseted me tremen- 
dously. Our attitudes towards each other had 
changed a little, at least mine had. Hers was as 
it had always been when well, full of tenderness 
and loye. I, on the other hand, still felt guilt for 
her illness, and, feeling myself now adult, I deter- 
mined to try and make amends. Unfortunately, 
I chose a method of patronising kindness: I 
would listen to all my mother’s conversation 
intently, and interpolate remarks which made 
me, inwardly, wince at their falsity. I was soli- 
citous with shawls when it became cool, lights 
for her cigarettes, and so forth, but there seem- 
ed to be no real communication between us. 
This was because my mother was physically a 
stranger to me: I was too.shy to make the ges- 
ture of love that was necessary. But I tried to 
carry out all her whims, except for two. I stead- 
fastly refused to go to church with her, which 
upset her: and moreover, the presence of my 
father complicated matters. He was the closest 
friend I had ever had, and I wanted to make the 
most of my time with him. But he was at the 
office all day, and only free at night, when he 
usually went to parties. His presence in the flat 
excited my mother, so he tended to stay away 
till late. However, I had an open invitation to all 
these parties, and sometimes my father and I 
dined out afterwards. These were the only times 
when I was really able to see him and com- 


municate with him. 


My mother did not like me to leave her in 


the evenings. She drank in every moment of 
my presence, and even when I was at work, to 
sit in the same room, in silence, her eyes on 
me, seemed to make her happy. Obviously, she 
felt that no minute of my stay must be lost. 
Frequently, she begged me to stay in India, or 
at least to prolong my stay, but my mask of 
kindness slipped a little when this came up: my 
mind was full of the girl in London, as it had 
been throughout my trip, and of my return to 
her. In a curious way I also felt homesick for 
London itself: its squares and houses; my flat in 
Chelsea, plane trees, the atmosphere of a pub, 
restaurants, friends, a nation whose gestures, 
speech and habits I understood more deeply 
and instinctively than I did the gestures, speech 
and habits of my own people. I tried to explain 
to my mother what I felt, but my desire to be 
away from India, and consequently away from 
her, hurt her. She had been perfectly well when 
I arrived, gentle and talkative: but the longer I 
stayed, the more upset she became. 

At length, one night, I told her I would be 
out to dinner, news she recieved in silence, and 
went to my room to dress. I was tying my tie 
when I heard a scream and a crash outside. I 
discovered my mother breaking crockery, and 
talking to herself in a thick unnatural voice. I 
said gently, “Why do that? I won’t go out if you 
really don’t want me to.” Next moment a sugar 
bowl flew past my ear, and broke on the wall. 
My mother emitted a terrible scream. All the 
horror of my childhood returned to me: mixed 
with it were raw memories of scenes with K.: 
there seemed to be a wilful loss of control in- 
volved in this sort of behaviour which enraged 


„me. My attitude of sweet reason disappeared: I 


grabbed my mother’s arm and shouted at her to 
stop. In that moment, vivid as a photograph, 
the scene from five years back, which had taken 
place in this very room, under very similar cir- 
cumstances, flashed into my mind. I released 
her arm and stepped back. But my sudden fury 
had silenced her: she gave me a very odd look, 
then, without saying any more, turned and went 
to her room. 

I went out to dinner. When I returned, my 
mind was full of images of the scene with my 
mother. I couldn’t sleep. I put on my dressing 
gown and went into the sitting room to look 
for cigarettes. When I found them, I lit one and 
took it into the verandah. I remembered that 
it was here that Kumar had died. The boy who 
had held the dog in his arms through the mon- 
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soon night, hating his mother, haunted the 
place, but I was not that boy. Looking up at the 
black sky in which sharper stars than those of 
England, sharp stars that had presided over my 
childhood, shone, and listening to the mumble 
of the sea to my left, I was filled with all the 
old remorse, and now with an instinct of pure 
love for my mother, a love that seared and hurt 
me. I noticed that the lights were on in her 
room, and‘put my cigarette out and went to her 
door. It was open. Inside the room my mother, 
quiet and pale, with red eyes, was packing suit- 
cases. 

She looked up when I came in, and said with 
a wan smile, “Why aren’t you asleep, son? It’s 
late.” 

“What are you doing?” I demanded, nodding 
towards the cases. 

“Pm packing,” she said simply. “I’m going 
away.” 

“Going away? What do you mean? Where?” 

“Pm going back to Bangalore,” she said, 
“PII stay in a hotel there. It’s nice, at this time 
of year.” 

“But what on earth for?” 

She said, “You know, when you were a little 
boy, I meant everything to you. You thought of 
me as your beautiful Mummy, and you thought 
everything I did was good. I wanted you always 
to stay like that, then. But you’ve grown up 
now, and I’ve been . . . ill, all these years. You 
don’t remember me as I was. Sometimes I don’t 
Know what I’m doing, like today, and that 
makes you unhappy. I thought I would go away 
till you’d gone back to England, and that would 
make sure it didn’t happen again while you 
were here. And perhaps some day you'll remem- 
ber me differently . . . perhaps you’ll feel as 
you did when you were a little boy.” 

She blinked at sudden new tears and said, 
“I don’t want to hurt you, son, I love you.” 

And suddenly, like a stream that breaks 
down a dam that has stood for years, the simple 
and truthful words I had never before said broke 
from me. “I love you too,” I said. “You know 
that, don’t you?” and like streams that meet 
for the first time, we wept in each other’s arms. 
And gradually, from that weeping and that close 
embrace, a healing and a peace came into the 
room and into our arms which held each other. 
All the troubles of my past and present vanished, 
in the unaccustomed cradle of my mother’s 
arms. Her eyes, too, were peaceful, and full of 
love, as though after all these years she under- 
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stood, and knew I understood. 

So she stayed, and, a few days later, I cele- 
brated my twenty-first birthday, in the city 
where I was born. 

I left India at peace with myself. Something 
very important to me had happened: I had ex- 
plained myself to my mother, there was love 
between us, the closed window that had darken- 
ed my mind for years had been opened, and I 
was free in a way I had never been before. My 
concern now could be for the future, for the 
girl in London round whom I had built it. She 
had been my dream throughout my absence, 
now I was returning to her in reality, a reality 
which I populated with further dreams. Con- 
tracts were waiting for me in London, money 
would be arriving in considerable quantities. 

As soon as I landed in London I telephoned 
her. It was a day of late autumn, with a bright 
frosty sun gleaming above the airport buildings 
and the stranded whales of aeroplanes. She was 
in, and I told her I would be there in an hour: - 
then I took a taxi to my flat, which I had kept 
on, and from my luggage I took the brocades 
and silks I had collected carefully all over India, 
and carried them round to her house. 

She was trim and spry, her brown eyes smiled. 
I told her about my trip, and then dropped the 
brocades in her lap and said, “These are for 
you.” She rustled them in her fingers, her smile 
became a little absent, she said, “Oh, they’re 
beautiful. But, you know, I can’t accept them.” 

My smile became a little mechanical. “Why 
not?” 

“I tried to explain to you,” she said softly, 
“but I don’t think you understood. Pm not at 
all like the person you think I am; you know. 
And I did try to explain to you.” 

“Explain what?” I asked angrily, and felt 
the apprehensive flutter of my heart. 

__ Well, explain, quite simply, that I’m in love 
with someone else. And I’m going to marry him 
very soon. That’s why, you see, I can’t take 
these.” 

I collected the ridiculous heap of cloth, and 
put it under my arm. I emerged from the house 
into the bright fortunate autumn sunshine. From 
where I stood I could see the coloured ribbon 
ofthe genan Thames twisting away towards 

a. C ulls fluttered Over my head with sharp 
yelps of joy. Looking up at them, fierce ecstatic 
aie the wind, I suddenly found my- 

8, and with my hands in my pockets, 
I advanced towards my future. 
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Epilogue 


Goodbye now, goodbye, to the early and sad hills, 
Dazed with their houses, like a faint migraine. 
Orchards bear memories in cloudy branches. 

The entire world explodes in a child’s brain. 

It suffers accidents. Now I am yours. 


Stephen Spender 


. . . When insecurely he had slipped, 
Trailed by a steamy sponge of filth 
Into the floodlit theatre, I 
Took him inside my arms and felt 
How soon our children make us die. 
“For my Son” (unpublished) 


I AWAKE EARLY AS usual to the slap 
of newspapers on the hall carpet, and 
tiptoe downstairs in my bare feet, our dog 
Thomas pattering ahead. Mechanically I open 
the front door, lift an icy bottle of milk off the 
step, put it under my arm. The post has arrived. 
I take it down to the kitchen: on the way I push 
the garden door open, and Thomas squeezes 
through the aperture and departs into distance 
like a rocket. Alone in the kitchen, I boil a ket- 
tle, make tea, and read the post: an invitation 
to a party, a letter from Peter: the quarterly 
rates: hell. I take a cup of tea upstairs to Judith. 
She curls like a dormouse in the warm bed, 
burying herself in a starry sleep. When I kiss her 
cheek she wakes, yaWning and rosy. “Hullo, 
there,” she says. 

“Im going to do some work, love. Isn’t 
Francis up yet?” 

. “Not yet, thank God,” she says, laughing. 
“Thank you for my tea.” 

I tiptoe downstairs to this typewriter, so as 
not to wake my son. 

My study window looks out on the garden, 
denuded by winter. In the far corner Thomas is 
busy scraping up the last surviving bulb. I rap 
on the pane: he looks up, smiles, and continues 
on his mission of destruction. I wind paper into 
the typewriter and start my finger pecking at 
the keys. ; E 
j I nE nearly thirty now, and am still not 
quite clear how I arrived at this house and this 


happiness. But the unassailable fact is that I am 
here, and that soon Thomas will snuffle in from 
the garden, scattering soil over the carpet. After 
that I shall hear a faint, prolonged, indignant 
wail from the nursery, and then soon Judith 
will come downstairs, crooning like a dove to 
our fat son, held in her arms. 


In the summer of 1963 I was standing morosely 
at the bar of a public house in the Fulham Road. 
I was an established writer and all that, but the 
five shillings in my pocket were my total world- 
ly wealth, till the next cheque came in. I was 
used to it: the hard lesson of all writers who 
live by their work had been drummed into me 
often. I tapped my fingers on the chipped bar, 
and waited, for what I did not know. 

In the years that had elapsed since I had 
flown back hopefully to London on a sunny 
autumn day, I had achieved quite a lot of suc- 
cess, and quite a lot of failure. I had published 
a book on India, and a second book of verse: 
had scripted documentary films for television: 
had been eight months at the Eichmann trial in 
Israel: had visited Russia: had floated to and 


- away from numerous women: had made a lot of 


money, and had spent it all. I chinked the two 
halfcrowns in my pocket together, and eyed the 
other customers without favour. Affairs, I had 
decided, bored me, and I had read all the books. 
I was sick of discussing poetry in pubs. I was 
also too restless to write. At this moment in 
my life, I was prepared to fail. 

The swing doors slanted apart, and a mal- 
leable yellow bar of sunlight wedged itself be- 
tween them. Through it came a girl in a blue 
dress. She was blonde and very pretty, with a 
soft kind mouth, and in her cheeks a radiant 
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and childlike flush of health. Her hazel eyes 
met mine, and though I had never seen her be- 
fore, it was as though we recognised each other, 
and had known each other for a long time. 

She was with someone I vaguely knew, and 
they came over to me. I was not surprised: it 
was as if suddenly my future had in fact crystal- 
lised, as though all events henceforward were 
predictable, from the moment she put her small 
firm hand in mine and said, smiling like a sun, 

“Hullo, I’m Judith.” Two years later, we were 
in a small village in the French Alps. It nestled 
in the shoulder of a mountain infested with 
wild boar and, so we were told, chamois. Our 
house, which we shared with George Barker and 

his wife Elizabeth, was primitive, and perched 
above the village rubbish dump: but we intended 
to live here permanently. I was negotiating for 
a house with a farmer in the next village. The 
-sun was hot, the wine was cheap, there was no 
literary talk, except in the cafe where everyone 
discussed the contents of the daily paper. My 
third book of verse had just appeared in London, 
and whenever my publisher sent me a bunch of 
reviews, and some of them were unfavourable, 
I told Judith what a good place France was to 
live in. 

One day we went for a walk north of the 
village, where the dusty road dipped in to a 
hollow full of trees. They drenched the earth 
with coolness: a rapid stream lisped past like 
David Cecil, and Alpine flowers sprouted be- 
tween the rocks. I lay in the stream, which was 
icy and reviving, and read. Thomas, a puppy 
then, made splashy forays to me from the bank, 
yipping solicitously, then fled back to dry land 
and shook himself over Judith. She split a long 
loaf in two, anointed the halves with butter and 
thrush pate; and reached me one half. I munch- 
ed it-and continued to read. Above me the trees 
rose in a leafy spiral towards the bald blue sky. 
Judith suddenly said, “I’ve got some news for 
you.” 

“Mmhm.” 

“I'm going to have a baby.” 

I leapt out of the stream, alarming Thomas, 
who fled incontinently uphill, and said, “Are 
you sure?” Racing birds filled the sky. Judith 
looked at me demurely, and said, “Yes.” 

I had never thought of being a father: another 
dimension seemed suddenly to have entered my 


life, rooting and deepening it, as though by this 
fact I had myself turned into a tree, feet hooked 
into the firm alive earth, hands extended endless- 
ly upward, a bridge between future and past. 
“We shall have to go home,” I said. “He can’t 
be a French baby.” 

“Why not?” inquired Judith, and started to 
laugh. “We'll call him Francis,” she said. “It’s 
your father’s name, and besides it means ‘of 
France’, and he was conceived in France.” 

“Supposing it’s a girl?” I inquired, and held 
her close, as though our bodies were halves of a 
cradle that rocked the unseen child. 

“It'll be a boy,” Judith said. 

One evening in March, we were sitting on the 
sofa talking, when Judith said, in a conversa- 
tional way, “I think I’m going to have the baby.” 
I leapt up, rushed to the nearest telephone, at 
the pub opposite, and called an ambulance. The 
landlord looked at me with sympathy. “Are you 
going to the hospital?” he inquired. “You'll 
need this then, mate,” and he handed me a 
bottle of whisky. 

It took all night. I sat and held Judith’s hand 
in a small cubicle, and took pulls at the bottle 
in my free hand, till as a pale and bleary day 
broke over London, the nurse said the baby 
was about to arrive. Hastily I concealed the 
remnants of the bottle in Judith’s case, and then 
followed her into the delivery room. In gown 
and mask, like a medieval executioner, I stood 
beside her and tightly held her hand while the 
midwife and the doctor exhorted her to further 
efforts. Her face contorted, and became un- 
known: I squeezed her hand harder: slowly her 
face returned to normal, suddenly an expression 
of immense relief and joy appeared on it: J turn- 
ed and the doctor was holding a strange bloody 
bundle, and slapping it, and a thin but powerful 
wail filled the roofn. “It’s a boy,” I shouted, 
and then, irrelevantly, “It’s fourteen minutes 
to six.” 

“Hullo, Francis,” was.all Judith said. 

A week later we brought Francis home. 


They have come downstairs. I cross the room 
to kiss my son, whose skin has an odour of 
baby soap and milk. He has English apples for 
cheeks, but somewhere behind them is a tinge 


of gold and olive, the col a 
from which I came. our of the country 
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Bensons 1345 


non-stop service 


to HONGKONG 


er VC 10 all the way 


f 
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Every Sunday, East African Air- |- or Fiji via the Orient. Convenient 
ways fly you direct from Bombay flight times, too. You leave at 
to Hong Kong by the Super VC10. 8.00 a.m., arrive in Hong Kong a 
What exciting possibilities that few hours later, with more time 
opens up! From Bombay to the to spare. For business, shopping 
United States, Japan, Australasia and entertainment. 


See your Travel Agent or East 
_ African Airways or General 
Sales Agents, Air-India. 


EAST 
. AFRICAN 
AIRWAYS 


East Africa's International Airline 


HONG KONG...shopping centre of the Te a or Spa E KANE onl Dart 


world, The most cosmopolitan and LUSAKA = LONDON = MAURITIUS — MOGADISHU = NAIROBI — NOOLA - PARIS = ROUT 


glamorous 398 square miles in the world. 


WA JAMSHEDu! TATA ROAD, BOMBAY 1. 
EAST AFRICAN A 
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GOVERNMENT OF INDIA 


FIVE-YEAR 
FIXED 
DEPOSITS ; 


Ideal for short-term investment 
yielding 5% tax-free interest. 
Every deposit of Rs. 100 becomes 
Rs. 125 after 5 years. 


DEPOSITS 
in multiples of Rs. 50 accepted at 


over 70,000 POST OFFICES 


and 2,300 branches of the 


STATE BANK OF INDIA 
and its’ subsidiaries. 


An individual can deposit up to 
Rs. 25,000 and two individuals 
jointly up to Rs. 50,000. 


These deposits 
are exempt 


from 
WEALTH-TAX 


REEDY 
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Know the 
inexpensive luxury of 


ed 


utterly fabulous 


GOLDEN 26 


COIR 


PILE CARPET 


A wide choice of sizes and designs 


Discover the exotic world of rich colours and beautiful designs in 
Golden Coir pile carpets! Bright, soft, clear, bold, muted... choose your - 
design to suit your taste in decor. Golden Coir carpets are meticulously 
hand-woven and thoroughly durable. 100 per cent moth-proof. Unaffec- 
ted by weather changes. Their colours are the fastest developed, their 


designs the creations of fine artists. o Dust doesn’t show, too. It just 


lid der. 
a Go for GOLDEN 
COIR - beauty at your feet! 


B/4789 


THE COIR BOARD, Ernakulam, Cochin-16, S. India 
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Prince Blade 
—the blade 
with the 


pOMADE IN INDIA 


LA] S GCG 
S4 N 2i BLUE PRINCE BLADE T A 


fluoro carbon edged 


BLUE BLADE 
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growing more food — 
Dunlop aids modern farming 


As the old agricultural methods gradually give way to the new, scientific farming 
helps the Indian-farmer to produce a greater yield per acre than was possible before. 


In this drive for more foodgrains and other vital crops, Dunlop is helping in a 
fundamental way—with tractor tyres for better, faster ploughing, with transmission 
and vee belts for lift irrigation and agro-industries. Dunlop 
pneumatic tyres for bullock carts also play an important 
role in the rural transport system. And Dunlop 
Truck and Bus tyres link the town and the country. 


—keeping pace with India’s Farm modernisation. 
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The most exciting ideas 


are born on paper 


By courtesy of The Architectural Forum, U.S.A. 


‘Drawing of hyperbolic sky- 
light over the large chamber 
in the Assembly Building, 
Chandigarh. 
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a Hindusthan Twyfords Bathroom Suite 
which includes a Wash Basinjand Pedestal, 

\. Water Closet, Cistera and Cistern Fittings for anything : 2 

( 


a 330 to Rs. 1500. 
En ENG Rs: nts at your nearest dealer— $ 
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Match your (rare address at 2 Wellesley Place, Calcutta? 


You can buy, 
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MIX AND MATCH AT TATA TEXTILES E 
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